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Dropping out of school remains an ongoing phenomenon plaguing Singapore despite 
considerable efforts at arresting it. Though identified as a significant social challenge 
confronting the Malay community, there is still at present, a gross lack of research 
necessary for an objective understanding of the phenomenon within the local context. 
Existing discourse and perceptions of the problem remain characteristically dominated by 
anecdotes, presumptions and lamentations that are insufficiently backed by scientific 
findings. The adverse implications of the lacunae are reinforced by remedies and 
prescriptions that are ill-equipped and ill- informed to deal with the problem 
appropriately.  
 
Utilizing data obtained from in-depth interviews with relevant individuals related to the 
phenomenon, this thesis examines the pervasiveness of dominant perceptions of the 
dropout problem within the Malay community in Singapore. It is important to critically 
appraise the dominant perception of the problem as it frames the authoritative discourse 
which has strong implications on policies and programmes formulated to address it. 
Interview data gathered reveal that the dominant understanding of the dropout problem 
views pathological attributes such as academic incapability, attitudinal defect, family 
“dysfunctionality” and incapable parenting as the causes of the dropout problem. This has 
correspondingly resulted in remedies, both at the national and community level that seek 
to address the presumed causes.  
 
The focus of these prescriptions however significantly departs from the fundamental 
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reality of the phenomenon. Qualitative interviews with dropouts and their parents 
strongly suggest that the dropout problem is firmly rooted in the less privileged socio-
economic status of groups predisposed to drop out of school. The characteristics 
presumed as the causes of the problem are but symptoms of a more badger ing socio-
economic issue. This thesis maintains that an accurate understanding of the dropout 
problem, not divorced from a broader and more consistent goal of social reform is vital 









EXPLICATING THE RESEARCH PROBLEMATIC 
 
1.1. Background of the School Dropout Phenomenon in Singapore  
 
Dropping out of school continues to remain an ongoing phenomenon plaguing 
Singapore despite considerable efforts at arresting it. Prior to 1990, official records of 
dropout rates in Singapore are scant and generally not easily obtained. At the general 
level, the total primary and secondary school dropout rates for all races in 1993 was 
6.7%, equivalent to about 2800 premature school leavers. 1 In 1997, the rate fell to 
5.3%. It registered another significant fall to 3.6% in 2002 2. This trend towards 
gradual decline was also reported recently in Berita Harian, the Malay daily, which 
maintained that the dropout rate has plunged a significant 2.3% within 4 years from 
3.5% in 2006 to 1.2% in 2010 (Berita Harian, 27 Feb 2011). Statistics reveal that 
though over the last twenty years, the proportion of students who have dropped out 
from primary and secondary schools have considerably decreased, the problem has 
not been completely eradicated.  
 
The decline in dropout rates has been officially attributed to the success of initiatives 
and efforts formulated to address the needs of students at risk of dropping out from 
school prematurely3. Some of these measures that have been introduced to arrest the 
phenomenon included time-out programmes, the deployment of full- time counselors 
                                                 
1
 Statistics quoted from the Ministry of Education website. Refer to 
http://www.moe.gov.sg/media/press/2008/03/help ing-students-who-are-atris.php for details. 
2
 Ibid.  
3
 Ministry of Education Press Release, 4 March 2008.  
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to schools and the student re-admission policy for out-of-school youths. In addition, 
current programmes to stem the attrition rate focus on needs of students at risk of 
dropping out of school. These include strengthening student engagement in school 
through co-curricular activities, enhancing guidance and support by allowing students 
time off from regular classes to sort out their problems and emotions and developing 
coping strategies with counselors to facilitate their return to school and providing 
intensive group remediation which aims to allow students who have left school to be 
re-admitted.  
 
The substantial decline over a reasonably short time span also coincides directly with 
more recent educational policy changes aimed at ensuring that students remain in 
school. A major one in this respect is the introduction of the subject-based banding 
policy at the primary level targeted at “slower students”. It seeks to cater to their 
learning capacity by reducing the content and lowering the level of difficulty of the 
subjects taught. Another is the establishment and improvement of educational 
institutions specializing in skills-based learning for “non-academically inclined” 
students. Though not directly aimed at addressing the dropout problem, such policy 
changes have had direct implications on slowing the dropout rate.  
 
Yet despite the rigorous measures the dropout rate remains. As indicated earlier, it 
currently stands at 1.2%. Though the decline since 1990 has been considerable, the 
figure does not include the fact that dropping out of school continues to occur even 
among those who have been granted readmission. A recent report which revealed that 
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about 20% of youths in ITE have dropped out before finishing their course implies 
that the phenomenon remains an issue of concern4. 
 
1.2. The Dropout Phenomenon within the Malay/Muslim Community in 
Singapore 
 
Data on school dropout specifically within the Malay Muslim community are also 
generally not easily available. Paucity and gaps in publicly accessible statistics thwart 
a more current and precise account of the extent of the phenomenon. The closest of 
early documentation of dropout rates is gathered from a government-based data 
collection aimed at measuring the progress of the Malay community in Singapore 
since 1980. Even then, the dropout rates recorded are only that from 1990 onwards. 
Based on the source, out of every 1000 Malay primary school students, there were 0.7 
dropouts in 2005, compared to 6.8 in 1990.5 At the secondary school level, there were 
7.3 dropouts in 2005, compared to 24 in 1990 for every 1000 Malay secondary school 
students.6 The statistics that exist consistently reveal and reiterate that the 
Malay/Muslim community in Singapore is disproportionately over-represented 
amongst the local school dropouts. Of the Primary One cohort admitted in 1981, 6.9% 
were Malay dropouts compared to 5.2% for Indians and 3.5% for Chinese. 7 In 2005, 7 
out of every 1000 primary school students were Malay dropouts while the numbers 
for the Chinese and Indian dropouts were 1 and 2 respectively. 8 At the secondary 
level, the difference appears more pronounced with 73 per 1000 secondary school 
                                                 
4
 This report is obtained from The St raits Times dated 13 January 2010.  
5
 Statistics quoted from Progress of the Malay Community in Singapore since 1980  by the Ministry of 




 Statistics quoted from the Ministry of Education website.  
8
 Statistics quoted from Progress of the Malay Community in Singapore since 1980  by the Ministry of 
Community Development, Youth and Sports, 2005.  
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students being Malay dropouts as compared to 31 for the Chinese dropouts and 41 for 
the Indian dropouts.9  
 
The lack of data on the phenomenon is to some extent compensated by secondary 
sources such as academic writings and journals featuring ministerial interviews. These 
provide further support for the relative magnitude of the problem within the Malay 
community. For instance the problem of the disproportionate representation of Malays 
amongst local school dropouts was highlighted in a local academic thesis. Peh (2000) 
found that Malay children were five times as likely, and Indian children three times as 
likely, to drop out of school as Chinese children. More recently, in August 2009, 
Malay community leader, Dr Yaacob Ibrahim expressed concern over the high 
dropout rate amongst Malay students and described it as having reached “worrying 
levels” (Abdul Shariff, 2010: 9).  
 
Such comparisons have often been made in discussions on educational 
underattainment of Malay students generally, a long standing issue plaguing the 
Malay community. The educational marginality of Malays has been sporadically 
documented by The Association of Muslim Professionals (AMP) and the Ministry of 
Community Development, Youth and Sports (MCYS). 10 Despite some differences in 
the aspects of progress studied, both reports share a similar perspective on the 
community's progress. Although they indicate a substantial leap in the Malay progress 
over time, comparisons with other ethnic groups which indicate that the Malays are 
still lagging behind in key areas such as education and socio-economic development 
are consistently highlighted.  
                                                 
9
 Ibid.  
10
 The AMP report charted the community's development with regards to education, income, jobs and socio-




In Singapore, the phenomenon of school dropout and the problem of educational 
underattainment are generally perceived as closely intertwined. The former is 
broached and articulated in relation to the latter. Local discourse on school dropouts 
reveals a strong tendency to view the problem as inextricably linked to the issue of 
educational marginality. This has impacted upon how the dropout problem is defined, 
explained and understood.  
 
The dropout problem itself has never been given much research focus. It has also not 
been the subject of independent investigation. In fact, dominant perspectives that 
govern the understanding of educational underachievement of Malay/Muslim students 
appear to have been adopted in the conceptualization of the dropout problem within 
the community.  Generally, the discourse on the dropout problem is located within the 
parameters of the problem of educational underachievement. It also takes the form of 
lamentations and presumptions rather than based on rigorous and systematic 
investigation. The lack of focus and coherence is partly conditioned by significant 
gaps in understanding the phenomenon comprehensively and objectively. The dearth 
of research has intensified reliance on dominant presumptions as the basis or driving 
force of intervention efforts, with implication on the extent to which the phenomenon 
can be effectively alleviated.  
 
1.3. Review of Local Dropout Studies 
 
Research and academic discourse on the school dropout phenomenon within the local 
context generally is extremely scarce. Furthermore, though identified as one of the 
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major challenges confronting the Malay/Muslim community in Singapore, there is 
hardly any study that exists on the problem. The gross lack of research mirrors the 
inadequacy of existing knowledge with implications on understanding the 
phenomenon within the local context objectively. In fact, the literature review reveals 
only three undergraduate level theses on local school dropouts. Generally, these 
studies focus on support systems available to dropouts and advocate specific 
intervention strategies and measures to alleviate the problem.   
 
For instance, in her exploratory study, Loon (1998) examined the nature and types of 
social support networks for school dropouts and evaluates the effectiveness of the 
formal services extended to them. Her study is primarily concerned with intervention 
measures aimed at preventing at-risk students from dropping out. Among the 
remedies suggested are compulsory education till secondary level, mentoring schemes 
and networking among service providers to harness resources to tackle the problem. 
The study also highlighted problems faced by service providers in their efforts to 
extend assistance to dropouts such as the lack of resources in handling these youths.   
 
Another undergraduate thesis done by Peh (2000) also examined the social network of 
school dropouts, activities they engaged in and the role of the existing support 
systems available to them including peers and family members. The study also delved 
into the need for provision of services such as internet counseling, sports tournaments, 
job placement centres and monitoring of schooling and family difficulties faced by 
students at risk. Similar to Loon (1998), Peh (2000) emphasized the need for 




The final undergraduate level thesis pertaining to the dropout phenomenon is an 
interpretive study by Yip (2001) that seeks to understand the experiences and 
perceptions of school dropouts through the analysis of self- identity11. By relating the 
concept to the lives of school dropouts, Yip (2001) hopes to understand how their 
identities are mediated through various institutional, cultural and ideological forces 
that impact upon them. The thesis argues that dropouts face an identity struggle 
against institutional expectations and social definitions imposed upon them by the 
school through the processes of streaming and grade evaluation. The system, he  
maintains, structures certain rigid pathways which though empowering some, 
marginalize and alienate others who eventually dropped out.  
 
These studies are useful in providing starting points towards deeper understanding of 
the dropout phenomenon which this thesis hopes to develop. They depart from 
attributing pathological characteristics to dropouts and imputing blame completely on 
the individual and family. Such findings caution against culturalist explanations in 
defining the problem and underscore the need for institutional considerations in 
dealing with the phenomenon. 
 
1.4. Ramifications of Dropping Out of School 
 
Although no substantive study or serious investigation has been conducted on the 
dropout phenomenon within the local context, a review of literature on the 
phenomenon in the West namely case studies in America and Britain, strongly reveal 
                                                 
11
   Yip  (2001) uses self-identity as defined after the concept of “ego identity” by Goffman (1963: 105) which he 
describes as “the subjective sense of his own situation and his own continuity and character that an 




that the ramifications are too worrying to overlook. Dropping out of school has long 
been viewed as a major educational, social and economic hazard that continues to 
plague society today (Rumberger, 1987; McDill et. al, 1986). Research has well 
documented that dropping out of school is associated with an array of individual and 
social costs (Tyler et. al, 2000; Felice, 1981; Voss et. al, 1966; Teachman et. al, 1996; 
Christenson and Thurlow, 2004; McDill et. al, 1986; Rumberger, 1987; Campbell, 
2003; Thornburg, 1975; Fitzpatrick and Yoels, 1992; Streeter and Franklin, 1991; 
Steinberg et. al, 1984; Wagenaar, 1987; Markey, 1993; LeCompte and Dworkin, 
1991; McWhirter et. al, 2007; Dryfoos, 1990; Dorn, 1996).  
 
The economic and social realities of the twenty-first century, characterized by an 
information age economy, has turned education into the main factor of social 
mobility, thereby summoning at least a secondary school completion imbibing the 
young with skills and knowledge relevant to the new economy. This is concomitant 
with changes in the labour market which have placed greater demands for 
educational, technical and professional skills, thus shrinking the proportion of manual 
and blue-collar employment. Jobs that do not require a minimum of a secondary 
school graduation are diminishing nationally. This is compounded by the influx of 
foreign workers commanding lower labour costs, thus creating a stiff competition for 
low-skilled jobs and adversely affecting the opportunities available for school 
dropouts. By leaving secondary school prior to completion, most dropouts have 
serious educational deficiencies that severely limit their economic and social well-
being throughout their adult lives (Rumberger, 1987). These individual consequences 




In a global, technology-based economy in which cognitive skills 12 are increasingly 
valued, the availability of low salaried jobs for unprepared, poorly educated youths 
are becoming more and more scarce. Equipped with a low level of academic skills, 
school dropouts find it difficult to secure steady employment and adequate income. 
They are not easily absorbed into the workforce due to the ever- increasing demand for 
highly trained workers (McWhirter et. al, 2007). Dropouts therefore cannot compete, 
have a higher inclination towards marginal employment and are more likely than 
graduates to be trapped in poverty and unemployment (Campbell, 2003).  
 
Central findings from research on stratification and occupational mobility repeatedly 
reveal that the number of years of education completed is the primary determinant of 
occupational success and social mobility (Felice, 1981). Dropping out results in 
restricted occupational opportunities which in turn cause substantial difference in 
incomes of dropouts as opposed to those with at least secondary education. 
Differences in skills would translate into differences in terms of earnings for school 
dropouts just as they do for those with greater educational attainment (Tyler et. al, 
2000). A study predicted that in the United States, dropouts will collectively earn 
$200 billion less than graduates in their lifetimes and have about twice the 
unemployment rate of graduates not in college (Wagenaar, 1987). Furthermore, a 
2009 research conducted on the costs of high school dropouts in the United States 
reveals a loss of nearly $335 billion in additional income over the course of the 
lifetimes of school dropouts of classes in 2009 (Straight A's, 2009).  
 
                                                 
12
   Cognitive skills are defined here as reading, writing and math skills, along with vocabulary and background 




Germane to a low level of employability, school dropouts are also faced with limited 
recourse for advancement. Their low level of educational achievement becomes an 
even bigger disadvantage over time as dropouts have fewer opportunities to obtain 
further education and training essential to remain competitive in the labour market 
(Rumberger, 1987).   
 
As a socio-economic phenomenon, the ramification of educational deficiency 
transcends the boundaries of economy and employment, permeating the spheres of 
psychological and social well-being of individuals and society. Academic inadequacy 
has posed a major challenge for dropouts to socially adjust to the mainstream society 
and its demands, manifested in their over-representation among suicide, substance 
abuse, delinquency and crime cases. Research has shown a strong correlation between 
such acts and dropping out (Wagenaar, 1987; Dryfoos, 1990; McWhirter et. al, 2007; 
Rumberger, 1987; Thornberry et. al, 2001). Local statistics obtained from the 
Research Bulletin of the Subordinate Courts and the 1995 Inter-Ministry Committee 
Report on Juvenile Delinquency documented that a substantial portion of youth 
offenders involved in juvenile and criminal acts are school dropouts (cited in Peh, 
2000). This corroborates a study by Thornberry et al. (2001) on American high school 
dropouts which concludes that school dropouts tend to be more susceptible to criminal 
involvement than do graduates. Correspondingly, a local research done on suicide 
uncovered that half of the young people who killed themselves in Singapore in 2009 
comprised of school dropouts (Straits Times, 10 September 2010).  
 
School dropouts are also highly likely to engage in early marriages and frequently 
experience unstable marriages thereafter (Dryfoos, 1990). As dropouts are either 
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unemployed or earn significantly less than their graduate counterparts, their children 
are believed to be more prone to negative consequences as a result of their lower 
socio-economic environment (McWhirter et. al, 2007). This may lead to a vicious 
poverty cycle in which continuous generations are trapped in, resulting in reduced 
inter-generational mobility.  
 
With an increasingly complex social order and without sufficient academic and 
occupational training, dropouts may find themselves incapacitated and faced with 
idleness and meaninglessness within a society where proper alternatives are few, if 
any (Thornburg, 1975). For the individual, dropping out of school is therefore 
associated with limited occupational and economic prospects and substantial loss of 
earnings as well as disenfranchisement from society and its institutions. For the 
society, school dropouts represent a staggering waste of potential human resources, 
estimated in the billions of dollars in lost revenues, welfare programs, government 
assistance to individuals and families, unemployment programmes, 
underemployment, crime prevention and prosecution (Voss et. al, 1966; Christenson 
and Thurlow, 2004; Steinberg et. al, 1984). Demand for social services along with a 
pool of professionals trained and qualified to diagnose the problem, formulate and 
implement solutions will also rise. These multiple layers of associations indicate that 
the dropout problem is indeed complex and multifaceted (Streeter and Franklin, 
1991). It may also be a symptom of deeper, pre-existing problems that lead 
independently to unemployment, drug abuse, crime and delinquency (Toby, 1993). 
The dropout problem is not an isolated phenomenon devoid of connections with other 
socio-economic and structural issues. Dropping out of school represents a trend that is 




In light of these worrying ramifications, the dropout problem indeed warrants serious 
attention and research. This thesis therefore aims to provide a starting point towards 
understanding the phenomenon.  
 
1.5. Statement of Problem 
 
To a large extent, existing discourse and perceptions of the problem remain 
characteristically dominated by anecdotes, presumptions and lamentations that are 
insufficiently backed by scientific findings. Although the government has introduced 
various programmes and measures aimed at arresting the dropout rate in Singapore 
which have seen complementary results, there still exists a dearth of knowledge on the 
actual factors associated with the phenomenon.  
 
The lacunae in scholarship on the phenomenon and its associated factors cannot be 
overlooked as it has strong implications on the selection of actual measures, policies 
and programmes devised to remedy the problem. Without a comprehensive 
understanding of the factors closely associated with the phenomenon, remedial efforts 
and strategies may have the unintended effect of merely prolonging the problems 
apart from influencing the type and quality of education dispensed with ramifications 
on the overall development on dropouts themselves. Furthermore, although measures 
and policies introduced may have the effect of prolonging schooling for those who 
would otherwise drop out, the conditions affecting their successful learning may not 
necessarily have been addressed. Sustained over-representation of Malay students in 
the dropout category despite more than a decade of intervention further suggests that 
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the issue cannot be addressed merely by prolonging schooling. It also alerts us to the 
urgency of developing insights into the problem useful for intervention efforts and 
effective remedies. Developing well informed knowledge pertaining to the 
phenomenon is also useful and relevant to assist those who though do not drop out but 
are nevertheless confronted by the same factors associated with premature school 
leaving.  
 
This thesis seeks to provide a starting point towards filling the gaps in research on the 
phenomenon of school dropout within the Malay community in Singapore. It is 
crucial to state at the outset that the thesis is neither an attempt at providing a 
comprehensive investigation on the phenomenon of school dropout nor a definitive 
study on the causes of the problem. It also does not seek to prescribe intervention 
strategies or specific remedies at addressing it. Such an undertaking requires both an 
in-depth and longitudinal analysis based on comprehensive data which is beyond the 
constraints and scope of this thesis. Essentially, its objective is to examine dominant 
perceptions that have been expounded on the phenomenon, either directly and 
indirectly, and analyze their impact on the selection of remedies prescribed to 
alleviate the problem. The overriding aim is to evaluate the implications of these in 
providing an objective and accurate understanding of the problem and its treatment. 
This thesis thus differs both in focus and aims from the studies on the dropout 
phenomenon in Singapore highlighted earlier. 
 
In the quest for a more comprehensive and objective conceptualization of the 
problem, it is first of all necessary to critically appraise dominant opinions and views 
on the problem as these have serious and strong implications on the way the problem 
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is viewed and treated. The term dominance as used in this study does not connote 
correctness of views espoused but their pervasiveness. Such opinions reflect the 
thinking of influential groups within the society relevant to the problem. They not 
only frame the understanding of the problem that shapes general opinion but even the 
views of dropouts and their families. Their pervasiveness renders other views 
marginal or obscure. The influential group whose perspective can be considered 
dominant include government and community leaders, policymakers, service 
providers, counselors, journalists and school teachers whose views are instrumental in 
defining policies and programmes and providing feedback relevant to policy 
formulation. Their ideas on the phenomenon bear direct impact on the kinds of 
programmes and policies developed to manage it. In short, dominant perspective 
reflects the perceptions of various stakeholders and strongly determines the types of 




This dissertation hypothesizes that based on the data utilized in this study, the 
dominant perceptions underlying the problem of school dropout within the Malay 
community are incongruent with actual factors closely associated with the 
phenomenon. Generally conscribed and skewed towards defining the problem as one 
conditioned by personal incapabilities such as attitudinal defects, academic 
incapacity, family “dysfunctionality” and incapable parenting, such presumptions 
imply that it is these pathological attributes of dropouts and their families that have 
resulted in their predicament. To some extent, dominant perceptions of the problem 
also reveal streaks of culturalist innuendos and stereotypes. This thesis further 
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hypothesizes that dominant perceptions bear direct repercussions on the selection of 
remedies aimed at alleviating the problem which are not only inadequate but are also 
ineffective in dealing with factors associated with the phenomenon.  
 
1.7. Significance of Research  
 
Despite the absence of coherent and consistent review of the dropout phenomenon 
within the local context, the problem is still widely acknowledged both directly and 
indirectly by community and state leaders. This shows that it definitely warrants a 
serious investigation in its own right. This thesis is a pioneer study of Malay school 
dropouts in Singapore. No other studies, be it local or otherwise has conducted a 
serious research on Malay school dropouts in Singapore. On top of its empirical 
contribution, this study also hopes to analyze the pervasive understanding of the local 
dropout problem and in doing so, provide a more substantial and accurate contribution 
to the field. It is hoped that the modest contribution can serve as an important premise 
for further research on the dropout problem.  
 
1.8. Sociology of Knowledge as a Methodology 
 
Some insights into the sociology of knowledge as explicated by Karl Mannheim 
(1936) are relevant to this study. Since this is a study of ideas and views on the 
dropout phenomenon, the sociology of knowledge is relevant because it examines 
how ideas are formed and conceptualized and the significance of factors that 
condition this process. The principal thesis of the sociology of knowledge is that ideas 
are socially and historically conditioned. They do not emerge in the abstract or in 
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vacuum but are conditioned by social groups within a specific socio-historical milieu. 
As Mannheim explicates, “there are modes of thought which cannot be adequately 
understood as long as their social origins are obscured” (Mannheim, 1936: 2). Hence, 
the same word, or concept, in most cases means very different things to differently 
situated persons. 
 
Mannheim also maintains that “it is not men in general who think, but men in certain 
groups who have developed a particular style of thought in an endless series of 
responses to certain typical situations characterizing their common positions” (1936: 
3). By style of thought, Mannheim refers to a mode of thinking or orientation that 
defines and explains reality. Here,  the focus is not on individual thought but rather on 
the thought of the group to which the individual belongs. The concept of group-
thought posits that men do not think alone. Rather, he thinks the thought of his social 
group. The individual's style of thought is conditioned by the group which he belongs 
to within the social structure.  
 
Men act with and against one another in diversely organized groups, and while doing 
so they think with and against one another (Mannheim, 1936: 4). Bounded together in 
groups, they strive in accordance with the character and position of the groups to 
which they belong to change the surrounding world of nature and society or attempt to 
maintain it in a given condition (ibid). It is the direction of this will to change or to 
maintain, of this collective activity, which produces the guiding thread for the 




The sociology of knowledge enables us to distinguish and isolate diverse styles of 
thinking in relation to the groups from which they emerge. This is because the 
sociology of knowledge seeks to comprehend thought in the concrete setting of an 
historical-social situation out of which individually differentiated thought emerges. 
The concept of ideology is a type of a mode of thinking, experience and interpretation 
that conditions perspective. Perspective refers to the subject's whole mode of 
conceiving things as determined by his historical and social setting (Mannheim, 
1936). Perspective in this sense signifies the manner in which one views an object or a 
problem, what one perceives in it, and how one construes it in his thinking 
(Mannheim, 1936: 272). Different perspectives do not merely presuppose different 
ranges of vision of reality, but also the interests of groups as conditioned by the social 
situations within the social structure.  
 
Ideology, according to Mannheim (1936), are ideas emanating from dominant groups 
in society or the ruling class. The concept of ideology reflects the one discovery 
which emerged from political conflict, namely that ruling groups can, in their 
thinking, become so intensively interest-bound to a situation that they are simply no 
longer able to see certain facts which would undermine their sense of domination 
(Shaharuddin, 2000: 1). There is implicit in the word ideology the insight that in 
certain situations the collective unconscious of certain groups obscures the real 
condition of society both to itself and to others and thereby stabilizes it (ibid).  
 
Utilizing the sociology of knowledge, this thesis will explore how the position of the 
respondents in this study influences their mode of thinking and their perspective on 
the dropout phenomenon. Specific connections between groups within the community 
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and the ideas and modes of thought which they espouse will be analyzed. Of 
relevance is how dominant ideas and perspectives tend to emanate from community 
leaders, state ministers, policymakers and others who are producers of perspectives of 
the problem and have control over the means of dissemination. This thesis will 
investigate the extent to which dominant ideas or perspectives provide a 
comprehensive and objective understanding of the problem and its ramifications. As 
long as the dominant perceptions remain unquestioned, the dropout phenomenon will 
not be accorded its rightful attention.  
 
1.9. Methods  
 
1.9.1. Data Collection  
 
This thesis uses three principal methods for data collection; analysis of data on the 
profile of 92 respondents, 40 in-depth interviews and content analysis. Information on 
the profile of dropouts is obtained from Mendaki, the sole organization appointed by 
the government to deal with educational problems of the Malay/Muslim community. 
It includes facts on the dropouts' residential housing type, number of siblings, family 
income, parents' highest education, parents' occupation and parents' marital status. 
This information essentially tries to ascertain the socio-economic status and the level 
of social capital available to the dropouts. However, this data only presents a 
simplistic and thin description of the lives of these dropouts. A more detailed scope is 
necessary for a comprehensive understanding of school dropouts. Hence, in-depth 
interviews with these dropouts are employed as a complementary method to provide 




This thesis employs the use of semi-structured interviews. Structured interviews can 
limit the researcher's ability to obtain detailed information on any given issue and its  
standardized format implicitly assumes that all respondents understand and interpret 
questions the same way (Adler and Clark, 2003). The interaction in such interviews is 
also asymmetric and hierarchical in nature since the interviewer usually controls the 
interaction and directs the talk while the respondents only serve to answer 
accordingly. Since this research is less interested in measuring variables and more 
keen in capturing information on the lives of the respondents, a less structured format 
of interview is deemed more suitable.  
 
Semi-structured interviews include an interview guide comprising open-ended 
questions designed ahead of time, but are modified appropriately for each respondent. 
It breaks the frame of the interview script and enables the researcher to shift her 
perspective to that of the respondent. Encouragement to elaborate and clarify 
increases the researcher's personal investment in the interview and decreases the sense 
of being a machine producing acceptable answers to questions. Qualitative interviews 
have allowed the researcher an insight into the meanings of the dropouts' everyday 
lives by exploring with them their actual life circumstances, thus facilitating a better 
sense of the problem. 
 
Despite the advantages inherent in conducting qualitative interviews to gather data, an 
important limitation faced was acquiring key respondents to participate in the in-depth 
interviews. There were a few individuals who were unwilling to be interviewed face 
to face due to work and other commitments. Most of the parents refused to be 
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interviewed, citing inconvenience, non- interest and preoccupation with work as 
reasons. Only 5 parents out of a possible 25 agreed to participate in this study. 
However, only 2 agreed to conduct the interview face to face while the other 3 
insisted on phone interviews. There were also a few heads of educational institutions 
and community based organizations who have other project commitments and 
therefore chose to be interviewed via telephone and electronic mail. To supplement 
the limited data obtained from such interviews, the institution's website was also 
referred to. It comprehensively states their objectives, curriculum framework and 
programmes administered. The websites serve as data to be examined and information 
acquired from the website would be triangulated with data obtained from the 
interviews, newspaper reports and ministerial speeches about the institution and its 
programs. Newspaper reports and ministerial speeches which are manifestations of 





Since this study focuses on dropouts within the Malay/Muslim community, the 
respondents selected consist of dropout students from Mendaki's programme for out-
of-school youths. Mendaki is the primary body that absorbs Malay/Muslim dropout 
students and channels them into appropriate Malay/Muslim organizations. One of the 
main dropout programmes formulated by Mendaki is the Max Out programme, out of 
which respondents for this study are taken from. These respondents include 25 school 




All the interviews with the school dropouts and the social service practitioners were 
conducted at Ain Society, a Malay/Muslim organization that delivers the Max Out 
programme. This was at the request of the social service practitioners and also to 
facilitate convenience for the dropouts and social service practitioners. Interviews 
with the social service practitioners took an average of 2 and a half hours while 
interviews with the school dropouts were about 1 and a half hours.  
 
4 government school teachers and 1 school principal are also respondents for this 
study. Since they are usually tasked to identify students at risk and are essentially the 
first form of contact for students, their perspectives on school dropouts matter a lot. 
They also have the power to define the dropout problem and influence the remedies 
formulated to deal with the problem, therefore their perspectives are very important to 
capture. Interviews with the school teachers and principal are done either in schools or 
at public places convenient to the respondents. There was also further correspondence 
via email when clarification on what they said during the interviews was needed. This 
was because most of them were too busy to attend a second interview and prefer to 
communicate via email. 
 
Interviews with 2 parents were conducted at their homes after they consented to it. 
Conducting the interview at their own residence enables the researcher to have a first-
hand observation of their living environment and interaction with people around them. 
This gives the researcher a better sense of their daily lives. The interviews lasted 
about 2 hours. 3 other parents however did not consent to having the interviews 
conducted at home, citing lack of space and inconducive environment as the main 
reasons. They preferred and consented to phone interviews instead. Despite 
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occasional disruptions at work and at home during the conversations, the phone 
interviews lasted slightly more than an hour.  
 
Given the limitations of the data obtained and utilized, the findings of this research 
cannot be over-generalized. They are specific to the data set obtained. However, the 
data are highly useful as basis for a starting point for further investigation. Further 
studies are needed to corroborate this thesis. Given the dearth of local studies on the 
dropout phenomenon, this thesis utilizes studies on the West in analyzing local 
discourse and also framing questions for the interviews.  
 
1.9.3. Content Analysis and Use of Western-based Literature on the Dropout 
Phenomenon 
 
Unlike the case of Singapore, a proliferation of studies on the dropout phenomenon 
exist in the West namely America and Britain in which a dynamic discourse involving 
a broad range of ideas on factors conditioning the problem has developed rapidly 
since the 1970s (Dorn, 1966). Perspectives, problems and issues conceived and 
formulated in the discourse there, provide useful framework and backdrop for this 
thesis without overlooking culturally specific elements. They also contribute towards 
formulating the research questions used for the interviews.  
 
Western based research into school dropout encompasses a range of dimensions and 
expounds a host of issues. The major focus areas include the profiles of school 
dropouts, factors associated with the phenomenon and major consequences of 
dropping out of school. Works within these themes delve into personal characteristics 
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of dropouts and their families as well as structural and socio-economic issues bearing 
on the problem, in which a variant of views and findings can be discerned.  
 
Many of these works are concerned with the impact of family histories and socio-
economic backgrounds on one's academic potential and decision to stay in school or 
drop out (see for example Snepp, 1956; Elliott et al., 1966; Teachman et al., 1996; 
Garnier et. al, 1997; LeCompte and Dworkin, 1991; Dryfoos, 1990; Eckstein and 
Wolpin, 1999; Eckstrom et al., 1986; Fine, 1986; Felice,1981; Simons and Burke, 
1966). They investigate the influence of the quality of support system available to 
these dropouts on their ultimate decision to drop out of school. Closely related are 
those that examine the type of schools dropouts attend, and the role and impact of 
teachers  in affecting students' educational experiences and eventually deterring them 
from dropping out of school (see for example Lee and Burkam, 2003; Fitzpatrick and 
Yoels, 1992; Roderick, 1993; Pittman and Haughwout; 1987; Soderberg, 1988; 
Rumberger, 1987; Stroughton and Grady, 1978).  
 
Western-based literature on the dropout phenomenon provides different perspectives 
regarding the problem and encompasses a broader understanding of the phenomenon 
of dropout studies which is of utmost relevance to this thesis proposition which is 
fundamentally a study of perceptions. The literature covered is of immense use to this 
study's analysis of the pervasiveness of dominant perspectives and are relevant to 
providing the conceptual framework in which the first-hand data obtained in the 
course of this research can be analyzed. Therefore, the literature is constantly referred 




1.9.4. Defining the Dropout 
 
There is no single definition that encompasses how dropouts are being defined in 
general. In fact, definitions are specific to certain settings and vary according to 
countries and districts. Even in scholarship, there are contestations as to what 
characterizes a dropout.  
 
McWhirter et al. (2007) for example defines a dropout as “a pupil who leaves school 
before graduation and before completing a program of study”. The authors however 
did not specify whether dropouts include or exclude those who are re-absorbed into 
other formal or mainstream institutions after their dropping out of school.  
 
Morrow (1986) offers a more bounded definition of a dropout, that is “any student, 
previously enrolled in a school, who is no longer actively enrolled as indicated by 
fifteen days of consecutive unexcused absence, who has not satisfied local standards 
for graduation, and for whom no formal request has been received signifying 
enrollment in another state- licensed educational institution” (p. 353). However, 
Morrow (1986) emphasizes that a homogeneous definition of a dropout is unfeasible 
as dropouts fall under different categories and experience the situation of dropping out 
differently. Following this, he identified five types of school dropouts; pushouts 
(undesirable students), the disaffiliated (students who no longer wish to be associated 
with the school), educational mortalities (students who failed to complete a program), 
capable dropouts (students who are intellectually capable) and stopouts (students who 
return to school) (Morrow, 1986). Morrow's definition however is rather restrictive 
with the fifteen day cap. In the local context, one is usually not considered a dropout 
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following fifteen consecutive days of absence. In fact, some of the respondents in this 
study are only regarded as official school dropouts after months of absence. 
 
Another type of dropout termed as the stay- ins is recognized by Toby (1993). This 
refers to students who are still in the formal education system but for the wrong 
reasons. According to Toby, these stay-ins skip school, never did homework and 
would have been better dropping out of school (1993: 475). However Toby's 
definition is not employed in this study given the difficulties in obtaining information 
on stay- ins.  
 
A definition closest to the phenomenon analyzed in this thes is is provided by 
LeCompte and Dworkin (1991). The authors define a dropout as “a pupil of any age 
who leaves school, for any reason other than death, before graduation or completion 
of a program of studies and without transferring to another elementary or secondary 
school” (1991: 43). This does not include people, who might, after a time, choose to 
return to school and finish, or who find alternative paths to formal certification or 
early admission to college (ibid). It must be noted however that since this study is not 
a longitudinal one, it would be unfeasible to tell if the students will eventually be 
reabsorbed into the system. The respondents in this study however have left the 
formal school system prior to completion. They have left the mainstream education 
system between two to ten years and have not been reabsorbed into any formal 
institutions thus far. They are only attending a program for school dropouts 





1.10. Outline of Chapters 
 
Since this thesis is essentially a study of dominant ideas, the next chapter will 
introduce the dominant perception, emanating from both Malay and non-Malay elites 
and major stakeholders whose views are influential in defining the local dropout 
phenomenon. These primary views will be analyzed based on perspectives and 
findings derived from the body of existing scholarship.  
 
In an attempt to contextualize the pervasiveness of the dominant perceptions, Chapter 
3 identifies pertinent socio-historical and structural factors that have contributed to the 
problem of Malay academic underachievement and shaped the way the problem is 
dominantly understood. Although these factors may not directly deal with the dropout 
phenomenon, there are strong implications involved as the two are closely a ssociated. 
The factors discussed in this chapter also serve to caution against the simplistic 
presumptions behind the dominant perspective governing the dropout problem.  
 
Chapter 4 attempts to highlight recurring factors that bound the experiences of the 
dropouts in this study. In doing so, it uncovers important factors which have 
contributed to the dropout problem in the case of the respondents in this research.  
These factors as derived from in-depth interviews with school dropouts and their 
parents will then be compared with the dominant perceptions in an effort to detect 
similarities or incongruence between them.  
 
Chapter 5 will provide a more comprehensive grasp of the gravity of dominant 
perceptions by examining how the latter influence remedies formulated to deal with 
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the dropout problem. By studying both national and community level initiatives to 
solving the problem, this chapter seeks to understand the implications of dominant 


























DOMINANT PERSPECTIVES ON THE DROPOUT PROBLEM 
 
This chapter aims to examine how the phenomenon of school dropout amongst Malay 
students in Singapore has been predominantly perceived. As explained earlier, the 
dropout problem has received little independent attention in public discourse. When 
discussed in the public sphere, it is always closely intertwined with the issue of 
educational underattainment and underpinned by perceptions that the lag is due to 
attitudinal limitations and academic inability. National and community leaders do not 
treat the problem in its own right and it is usually raised in relation to other social 
problems such as family “dysfunctionality” and juvenile delinquency. Furthermore, 
since the problem has never been seriously investigated independently, perception 
takes the form of presumptions, anecdotes and lamentations which are extracted from 
within this context. The need to do so justifies that the dropout problem has not been 
broached, investigated and treated in its own right.  
 
Ideas emanating from both Malay and non-Malay elites who are major stakeholders in 
relation to the dropout problem will be analyzed. They include national and 
community leaders, school teachers, a school principal, leaders of Malay 
organizations and social service practitioners. Their views are selected for 
examination because of the influence they exercise within the community and 
Singapore society in general. Their perception of the educational problems faced by 
the community bears strong implications on the understanding of the dropout 
phenomenon, which conditions as well as reflects the type and nature of remedies 




A review of dominant ideas which are related to the phenomenon, as derived from 
interviews and discourse analysis reveal the strong tendency to perceive the problem 
as one attributed to individual incapability and negative attitude towards schooling as 
well as limitations of the family in providing adequate support. The problem of schoo l 
dropouts which is generally intertwined with that of educational achievement have 
been narrowed down to factors such as academic incapacity, attitudinal shortcomings 
and incapable parenting. Closely connected to the presumptions are underlying racial 
undertones which strongly suggest that the problem is caused by Malay students and 
parents lacking the capability to work hard towards achieving educational success.   
 
2.1. Dominant Perceptions of State and Community Leaders 
 
Perceptions on school dropouts can be inferred from explications on the problem of 
failures in the education system generally or of those who fall between the cracks. It is 
not erroneous to presume that such perceptions are extended to the understanding of 
the dropout phenomenon because whenever the topic of dropout is raised, more often 
than not it is done in relation to problems of educational achievement as a whole.  
 
Prime Minister Lee's speech on “dysfunctional families” at a National Day Rally in 
2005 comes close to revealing the pervasive view on school dropouts. In his speech, 
the Prime Minister attributed the phenomenon among others to the nature of 
“dysfunctional families”. Contextually, the term is used to describe families prone to 
instability and divorce, unemployment, low family income, teenage pregnancy, early 
marriage and a host of other adversities inimical to the well-being of the family and 
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larger society (Berita Harian, 24 April 2005; 13 November 2005). The speech 
strongly infers that “dysfunctional families” is the main factor or cause that results in 
a host of social problems which includes dropping out of school prematurely.  
 
The idea of “dysfunctional families” also strongly implies that parents are responsible 
for the educational malaise of their children including dropping out of school. This 
perspective tends to emphasize the overriding role of parents in determining the 
academic outcome of their children over other factors such as the family's socio-
economic status and the social structure. Such a view is clearly reflected in the 
Community Leaders' Forum13 Report as follows: 
 
“Parents play a crucial role in influencing the aspirations and achievements of 
their children. Dozens of studies point to one important conclusion: What the 
family does is more important than family background (income, parental 
education, marital status, family size, etc). Parents need to know that they can 
influence learning. And, in most cases, they need to be shown how they can do 
it. Parents must be made to understand that every child that is born is an asset to 
the family, the community and the nation.” (CLF, 2010: 26) 
 
The role of parents is also emphasized in a recent statement made by the Minister of 
State for Community Development, Youth and Sports, Halimah Yacob during a 
bursary award ceremony held by the Singapore Indian Development Association 
(SINDA) for the community's poor families.  
 
                                                 
13
 The Community Leaders' Forum, incepted in 2003 is a collaboration of various Malay -Muslim organizat ions 
and self-help group aimed at devising remedies to alleviate the Malay community of its social problems.  
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“Despite all this support, whether it's bursaries, back to school bags and so on, if 
parents are not interested, (if) they don't take a keen interest,  don't participate in 
their children's education, it will have a very minimal impact.” (Minister of State 
for Community Development, Youth and Sports, Halimah Yacob, 3 Dec 2011) 
 
Such statements strongly imply that parental investment or the lack of it, in their 
children's education play a crucial role in the educational success of their children. 
Hence, by implication, it is the parents and not any other factor that ultimately is 
responsible for those who fall through the system.  
 
Statements made about the educational problems of the Malays are often underlined 
by the evaluation that they involve not merely socio-economic deprivation but the 
lack of a positive “mental attitude” concerning school and education. The term 
“mindset problem” is frequently used by community leaders as well as social service 
practitioners interviewed to refer to this attitudinal defect. It is taken to refer to a 
limitation of the dropouts' or their parents' mental capacity and attitude. This factor is 
deemed equally if not more significant in achieving academic success. The speech by 
the former Minister of State for Education, Sidek Saniff illustrates the point. In his 
words: 
 
“The right mental attitude among Malays/Muslims, and the will to do better are 
better for the educational success of our children... Studies in Western countries 
showed that students from well-to-do homes had a better chance of reaching 
university than equally intelligent youngsters from poor homes... While money 
might help, it is not a guarantee of success in the classroom. What was needed 
was money and the correct mental attitude.” (Sidek Saniff during a press 




Therefore, by implication, not having the “right mental attitude” makes one a failure 
in education. This “mental attitude” is dominantly understood to have been 
conditioned by the negative values espoused by parents from “dysfunctional 
families”, a term which as alluded earlier is used by state and community leaders to 
refer to families characterized by single parenthood, divorce, and low education level 
and income status. Parents are viewed as incapable of providing the proper support for 
their children‟s success as the former is dominantly perceived as having attitudinal 
and “mindset” problems themselves. Lily Rahim (1998) observed that prominent 
Malay community leaders, in explaining the problems of education of the Malays 
constantly reiterate that Malay parents are nonchalant, do not place much emphasis on 
education, do not give enough encouragement to their children to succeed 
academically and are incapable of supporting and providing them with a conducive 
learning environment at home. As Lily submitted: 
 
“Poor parental supervision of Malay parents towards their children has long been 
cited by PAP leaders to explain the educational malaise of the community. Malay 
parents were blamed for not giving their children enough encouragement in their  
studies (Ahmad Mattar, then Minister-in-charge of Muslim Affairs, ST, 27 
December 1982). Similarly, Abdullah Tarmugi (then Minister-in-charge of 
Muslim Affairs, ST, 4 March 1984) has blamed Malay parents for not placing 
enough emphasis on the education of their children. Yatiman Yusof (then 
Member of Parliament, ST WOE, 2 March 1991) alleged that Malays placed 
more value on material comforts rather than their children's education based on 





Such an evaluation has been expressed decades earlier as evident in a report on Malay 
education based on a seminar in the 1970s: 
 
“Malay parents paid less attention to education than other races... Malay children 
were brought up not to ask questions, were too shy to talk in class and were 
undisciplined through permissive child-rearing practices.” (Based on a 1970s 
seminar and report on Malay education; cited in Lily Rahim, 1998) 
 
 
The same emphasis targeted at the family was also evident in Mendaki's attempt to 
address the educational problems of the Malays: 
 
 
“Mendaki called on the Malays to analyze their own attitudes and to adopt 
positive values in tackling their socio-economic problems... Mendaki said Malay 
families must encourage their children and make them interested in books and 
reading. If necessary, they should forego some material comforts to ensure their 
children's success in education.” (MENDAKI, 10 YEARS)  
 
 
It can be noted that most, if not all of the community leaders quoted above are 
inclined to explicitly attribute the problem specifically to Malay parents. In fact, such 
views are mirrored in no less than the speeches of Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong 
himself. In the 2007 Annual Report of Mendaki, Lee was quoted as saying: 
 
“Without support at home, the child makes no headway in his studies, loses 
interest and runs into delinquency problems. This will permanently blight the 
child's life chances, and risks perpetuating the problem into the next generation.” 
(Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, 2 September 2007, cited in Mendaki 2007 




The impact of the family in facilitating academic achievement or otherwise is also 
strongly implied in the then Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew's assessment of the 
educational prospects of children of less educated parents. As Lee maintains: 
  
“If both or at least one parent is university educated, the chances of the home 
background would be more favourably supportive, with books and all the 
paraphernalia that makes for a learning child... That is the situation we face – to 
get the lesser educated parents to understand that at an early stage, they must try 
to get their children accustomed to go to the library, reading, trying to get used to 
acquiring knowledge by themselves, and not being spoon-fed by the teachers.” 
(Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew, 24 January 2011, Channel NewsAsia) 
 
In addition to attributing the cause of educational failure to “dysfunctional families” 
and attitudinal defects, dominant perceptions that have implications on the 
understanding of the dropout problem view students who fall through the cracks as 
non-academically inclined. Academic failures, and by implication, school dropouts 
are portrayed as lacking the essential academic competency and ability to perform in 
mainstream education. Their educational underperformance is dominantly perceived 
as a manifestation of their inherent academic weakness and disinclination. A variation 
of this view is the perception that school dropouts are not averse to learning but 
require a specific type of learning that accommodates their academic disinclination or 
incapacity. While this perception emphasizes other talents and skills that school 
dropouts possess, it nonetheless shares the dominant view that they are non-
academically inclined. A quote by the then Education Minister, Ng Eng Hen on ITE 
students, substantiates the point. It comes as a comment on how educational 
35 
 
institutions which focus more on skill-based learning such as the Institute of 
Education (ITE) is the most suitable institution to develop the talents of non-
academically inclined students.  
 
“After ten years in school, you don't need to convince them that their strength do 
not lie in academic subjects. Which is why many of them blossom when they 
enter the ITE environment which provides real-life hands-on learning -  
ambulance simulators, circuit boards, hair-dressing salons, kitchens and 
restaurants – all authentic environments that they will see in their work place. For 
many of them, that's their first taste of success after many years of mediocre 
performance. They discover their marketable skills as electricians, hairdressers, 
nurses; etc. They begin to excel and develop a new found confidence, a spring to 
their steps.” (Ng Eng Hen, Online Reflections of an Education Minister, 2010) 
 
2.2. Dominant Perceptions of Other Major Stakeholders - Social Service 
Practitioners, School Teachers and Principal  
 
Though most of the perceptions discussed thus far are not directly connected to the 
dropout phenomenon but the problem of academic underachievement of the Malays 
generally, they are nevertheless relevant. Primary data obtained for this study through 
in-depth interviews with social service practitioners14, school teachers15 and a school 
principal mirror and corroborate the dominant perspective espoused by state and 
community leaders. Parallel to how the state and community leaders perceive those 
                                                 
14
  The social service practit ioners interviewed in this study range from ages 25 to 37. All of them receive 
tertiary education and are graduates either from polytechnic or universities, both local and overseas. They 
have worked with Malay/Muslim organizations between two to ten years. 
15
  The school teachers interviewed are teaching at government neighbourhood schools in Singapore. One of 
them is teaching at a primary school while the other three are secondary school teachers. In their line of 
work, they have had significant contact with Malay students and one of them have had experience handling 
students at risk who eventually dropped out of school. 
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who do not perform academically as being non-academically inclined, these 
stakeholders dealing in one way or another with dropouts, likewise share that 
understanding. They define the school dropouts as slow learners who are 
academically ill-equipped to cope with the demands of the rigorous education system. 
This is aptly captured in the quote of an experienced Malay social worker who opined 
that: 
 
“The education system in Singapore is actually very fair. Whether you are smart, 
very smart, or less smart, they have the different streams. The system really 
caters to students with different abilities. But these youths (the dropouts) still find 
the education system too demanding. They still fall into the cracks because they 
are just not made for it. They can't fit in mainstream schools.” (SSP2) 
 
 
Such a view finds support in the response of another service provider with substantial 
background and experience in counseling. In his evaluation of the community-based 
Max Out programme targeted at out-of-school youths, he submits that:  
 
 
“These youths are very slow learners, or even non- learners... They are not 
interested in studies. The education system is too much for them to cope. It's 
different from the Max Out programme which doesn't give them many things to 
read because we know they can‟t cope. They won‟t read either because they are 
not interested or they won't understand. So here we make it that they can 
understand what is being taught. As long as they don't understand we will keep 
repeating it to them until they really get it. If in normal schools they will be left 
behind because the teachers there will move on with the majority. If you want to 
catch up you have to approach your teacher after class. But knowing these 





The perception strongly implies that the dropout problem is caused by academic 
weakness and disinclination. Rather than being viewed as a symptom of the dropout 
problem, they are perceived as conditioning it.  
 
Tampering with the adverse implications of this presumption are those who subscribe 
to the view that though not academically inclined, dropouts have other talents. 
Unfortunately these talents are not considered relevant to the curriculum. Such views 
however share the dominant view that school dropouts are not academically inclined 
although they possess skills and talent in the non-academic domains. This perspective 
is evident in the following quote by a social service practitioner who is attempting to 
develop musical talent of the dropouts under his charge. 
 
 
“My aim for them is to make them excel in kuolintang (a musical instrument 
which the centre teaches the dropouts and which they have publicly performed). I 
want them to be good at something. Studying is already not their area. But I see a 
lot of future in this kuolintang. They like playing it and they play it well as most 
of them are quite musically-inclined, a talent that is not harnessed in schools. I 
want us to be the first kuolintang group in Singapore.” (SSP1) 
 
 
The idea that dropouts have talents, albeit non-academic is also reflected in the views 
of a secondary school teacher interviewed on the phenomenon.  
 
“It's tough especially if you get Normal Technical students. Like for me I'm 
caught in a dilemma. I know that these students are not the academic type. Yet 
we have syllabus to cover and such. I don't want them to do work they don't like 
and end up hating the class but at the same time I have to make them do work 
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because it's just a school requirement. Sometimes they would just be doing their  
own thing in class such as making song lyrics, singing and drawing. They really 
have talent but it's really difficult. I can't encourage it because they are not doing 
the school work but at the same time I really understand their position. That's 
why most of the teachers in my school who teach Normal Technical classes have 
given up on their classes academically. They are also telling me the same thing,  
to just let go.”  
 
 




“Many of these dropouts and also those who do not perform well in school and 
are not academically inclined. We have to redefine success and explore with 
them what their strengths are. It might not be academics. They usually have other 
talents. And these talents are rarely tapped in schools as schools focus mainly on 
academics. That's why they appear to not make it in the education system.” 
 
Aside from academic disinclination, these stakeholders also perceive the dropout 
problem to be a manifestation of an attitudinal limitation that inhibits their ability to 
properly weigh the gravity of the decisions on education they make. Traits such as 
short-sightedness and foolishness are used in defining the dropouts, strongly implying 
that these characteristics are the cause of their educational failure. Most, if not all of 
the stakeholders interviewed emphasize the inability of the dropouts to think ahead 
and attribute these to be the root of the problem. Social service practitioners 
interviewed strongly believe that their ignorance towards the importance of education 
stems from their limited mental capacity to think wisely. This perspective reflects a 
strong leaning towards viewing attitudes and “mindset” as the cause of the problem. It 
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mirrors the dominant view especially that espoused by community leaders as stated 
earlier. 
 
The responses of social service practitioners to a question that probes into their idea of 
the cause of the dropout problem illustrate the point. Below is an example that 
captures their understanding of the problem. 
 
 
“These dropouts don't find the normal education system suited to them. Then 
when they go to work (referring to their temporary employment as a cashier at 
MacDonalds and Pizza Hut), they also find that the work don't suit them. So it's 
obvious that it's just a mentality issue. They blame the school and work, but they 
fail to see that their mindset is closed to see the importance of education. Maybe 
it just hasn't come to their mind that it is impossible to survive in today's society 
without proper qualif ications. Their attitude is one of taking things one step at a 







“You've observed the students during the morning meetings right? You see that 
their behaviour and attitudes are different from normal students. They are very 
rowdy and sometimes out of control. When you talk to the students later you will 
find out that they are not the normal type of students. The way they think and 
behave are different. You will find out that quite a number of them have been 
involved in crimes. They rob, shoplift, fight and really get into trouble with the 
police. And when you ask them they will say they need the money, or just want 
to have fun. You know, they just don't have that kind of correct and matured 
thinking. They just think for that moment, that moment only. Never think of the 
consequences of their actions. That's why they sometimes act like it's nothing that 
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they are dropouts. Maybe one day when they are older and leading difficult lives 
then they will sedar (realize) how foolish they were to drop out.” (SSP3) 
 
 
In response to their diagnosis of the problem as an attitudinal one, the social service 
practitioners correspondingly feel that the main remedy is to correct their thinking and 




“I think the emphasis on academics for these youths is not very right. These 
youths have a mindset and attitude problem. They come from a background 
where education is never emphasized. So we need to work on their character 
first, then we can talk about academic and work. They already have a problem in 
their former school, then if  you put them into a s imilar classroom setting what's 
the point. At least if  you have worked thoroughly to change their attitude and 
mindset then it makes sense to put them back into the classroom because they 
have a different attitude and mindset that can help them be better students.” 
(SSP4) 
 
The dominant understanding suggests that the problem behaviour and attitudes 
exhibited by dropouts are manifestations of their inability to think ahead. This 
incapability is understood to be the cause of dropping out. This causal association 
reflects a lack of attempt to understand comprehensively the factors that have given 
rise to the incapability. A tremendous lack of research on the phenomenon, coupled 
with an overarching influence of dominant presumptions has conditioned the 
perspective and its implications on objectivity in perceiving the problem. It can also 
result in misleading deductions that dictate the nature of programmes and policies 




The problematic perception is exacerbated when the dominant discourse presumes 
incapable parents and parenting to be the factor responsible for the incapability 
exhibited by school dropouts. This presumption which appears frequently in the 
interviews with the social service practitioners and school teachers reflects the 
dominant view by the state and community leaders as discussed earlier. Similar to the 
latter‟s view, the former deem these parents as attitudinally incapable in terms of their 
mode of thinking and ability to make good decisions for their children. The bad 
decisions they make are dominantly understood to be an extension o f their limited 
mental capacity which later affected their children‟s schooling adversely. Cultural 
stereotypes underlying evaluative judgments of these parents are not uncommon as 
the following opinion by a social service practitioner illustrates: 
 
“I think we can't totally blame the youth. To me, the parents are responsible.  
These parents make decisions that are really seram (scary). They are very bochap 
(ignorant) about school matters, whether their kids go to school or not they are 
not interested. Some of them just senang-senang (easily and without much 
thought) take their kids out of school and don't really care if their kids go to 
school or not. They are not the parents who will scold the kids for playing truant 
and really discipline them. Very typical Malay parent. The way they think is like 
take it one day at a time. Whatever's going to happen in the future is not really in 
their mind now. Their planning very singkat (short-term). So I feel that it is a 
mentality issue, a mindset problem.” (SSP1) 
 
These parents are also said to be inactive in their children‟s educational journey. They 
are seen as incapable of doing so based on their own attitudinal defect. This is 
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particularly apparent in the quotes below which suggest that these parents could have 
adopted a better parenting style if they had wanted to. Essentialist notions of character 
traits of parents caricatured along ethnic lines, in which the Malay parent is depicted 
as lax and easy going compared to the others, are not isolated instances: 
 
“Malay parents are not strict. When the child don't come to school and when they 
drop out, the parents don't really scold them or tell them it's wrong. So the youths 
usually make their own decisions, they make their own decision to drop out also. 
And the parents allow them to make their own decision. This doesn't happen in 
Chinese or Indian families. They are very stern when it comes to their children's 
discipline unlike Malay parents. Just take a look at the newspaper article in Berita 
Harian recently about Chinese tiger mothers. I think Malay mothers should learn 
a thing or two from that article to be more effective parents.” (SSP2) 
 
“They do not oppose to their child dropping out because they think their child can 
work and contribute to their family. But we have seen that some find work then 
these work don't suit them. These parents expect these youths to be adult enough 
to earn money. When I think about it I really pity these youths. They seem to 
have a lot on their shoulders. Like for me when we were young we just think of  
studies, we don't need to think of getting money but these youths have to. If only 
their parents can try to see that education is a way out of poverty then things 
could've been different.” (SSP4) 
 
 
In addition, these parents are also pictured as adopting a nonchalant attitude towards 
their children‟s well-being, which once again is a direct reflection of the dominant 
view raised by Malay community leaders such as Sidek Saniff who, as stated earlier, 
asserted that Malay parents need to adopt the correct mental attitude to facilitate 
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academic success for their children. The following opinion evoked from another 
secondary school teacher reflects the strong judgmental evaluation of a parent being 
unconcerned about her children‟s schooling.  
 
 
“For students who are frequently absent, I make it a point to call the parents. But 
the responses are always unsatisfactory. Sometime when I call the mother and 
inform her about her child's absence, she will claim that she doesn't know and 
that I should contact the father because the child is staying with him. I don't 
sense any concern in their voices. They just don‟t seem to care. It's like they just 
want to tolak balak (shift the responsibility).” 
 
There is an acknowledgment on the part of the social service practitioners interviewed 
that the students do hail from a background whereby the educational level of the 
parents and other family members are extremely low. However, their stance on the 
educational background of the parents shares a similar presumption with their existing 
view on the dropout‟s educational experience. They view the past educational failure 
of the parents to be a product of their own personal limitation and capability which 
now has adverse implications on their children‟s schooling. Recurring factors which 
bind the experiences of this generation of underprivileged group to be one that is tied 
to the larger socio-economic context are not within the radius of their thought. 
Therefore, when asked about how they think these youths can break free from the 
vicious cycle, they cited individual effort as the thrust of the solution.  
 
“We don't want these youths to continue to be in the cycle they are in now. Their 
parents have already made bad decisions in life. Most are not very educated. In 
fact, quite a number of their parents didn't finish school. We don't want these 
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parents to repeat making this bad decision again for their children. If they have 
not woken up, then these youths need to wake up and change their lives.” (SSP5) 
 
“The youths can't do anything to change their family conditions and problems. So 
we keep telling them that they must concentrate on their own selves. They must 
change their own selves. Their family, not just their parents, also their 
grandparents have been problematic. There's the presence of a vicious cycle. I 
want these youths to be the one breaking the poverty cycle. They must be the one 
to make the difference. And I always tell them, if I (respondent comes from a 
low-income family) can make it, so can they. But of course it's  tougher on them 
because their parents are not supportive you know, unlike our parents.” (SSP2) 
 
The view of social service practitioners is that the adverse implications of the parents‟ 
past educational failures condition their lack of mental and attitudinal capacity to 
provide proper guidance for their children. It mirrors the dominant perceptions by 
Malay community leaders such as Ahmad Mattar and Abdullah Tarmugi who, as 
mentioned earlier, see Malay parents as failing to place enough emphasis on 
education and guide their children in the academic path. As a social worker 
commented:  
 
“These students don't get proper guidance at home. The parents are incapable of  
giving them proper advice, or make good decisions for them. These students just 
make their own decision. Or their parents make really bad and wrong decisions 
for them. It's a mindset and attitude problem. They had the problem when they 
were students themselves, which is why they dropped out or receive very low 
education. Now they are transferring that s imilar set of values and thinking to 




It is clear from the quotes above that the dominant perception views parental 
incapability as the major cause of the problem. The child‟s educational failure is 
attributed to the parent‟s incapability and irresponsibility without much assessment of 
the wider socio-economic factors that induce such limitations. Family values, closely 
tied to essentialist perceptions and stereotypes of the culture of the Malays, are 
deemed overriding. Although such observations may well be evident in some cases, 
the lack of systematic investigation of the phenomenon weakens attempts at causal 
correlations. The limitation impedes a more comprehensive understanding of the 
phenomenon and how the family circumstances impact upon the problem. For most of 
the social service practitioners, the angle they take in elucidating the dropout 
phenomenon is skewed towards perceiving the problem less as one conditioned by the 
family‟s economic and social disadvantages but more as a matter of personal 
incapability and irresponsibility. While there is acknowledgment that dropouts under 
their care are generally from the less privileged social strata, this fact does not make  
an impact on their analysis of the problem. 
 
The perspective clearly demonstrates how the problem is reduced to the individual 
and his family circumstances without considering the broader context and issues that 
condition the phenomenon. It is the lack of serious investigation that informs the 
discourse and compounds the understanding that the dropout problem is a matter of 
limitations of personal characteristics of those involved. It overlooks the fact that 
these characteristics might very well be symptoms of larger issues which have made 
certain groups more susceptible to dropping out than others, who reflect the same 




The dominant perspective espoused by state and community leaders as well as social 
service practitioners, school teachers and principal is not an isolated one. In fact, such 
perspective is to some extent reflected in existing research and studies on school 
dropouts.  
 
2.3. Research Reflecting Dominant Perspective 
 
2.3.1. Dropouts as Non-academically Inclined 
 
Numerous studies on school dropouts purport that dropouts have poor academic 
ability thus producing poor academic results. Eckstein and Wolpin (1999) argued that 
dropping out of high school is confined to youths with lower school ability. Teachers 
perceive dropouts as having less academic interest and ability than non-dropouts 
(Felice, 1981: 417). In the late 1970s, Kaplan and Luck (1977) and Howard and 
Anderson (1978) noted that the lack of academic success is the best predictor of 
dropping out. In a similar vein, Markey (1993) highlighted that an individual's 
performance in intelligence tests and demonstrated reading skills are reliable 
indicators of whether they will complete or drop out of school because dropouts are 
more likely to score lower on ability tests. It is constantly demonstrated that dropouts 
have lower grades and lower test scores than stayers (Ekstrom et al., 1986; Dryfoos, 
1990, Garnier et al., 1997, Wagenaar, 1987, Quay and Allen, 1982 in Markey, 1993). 
Dropouts are also specifically characterized as having lower IQ and low reading 




Quite similar to some variation of dominant local views, some researchers have 
tampered with this idea of academic incapacity albeit within the same paradigm of 
schooling. Their line of argument emphasizes on the impact of academically-driven 
curriculum on non-academically inclined students. Whelage (1989) for example tries 
to deflect blame from the dropouts themselves by locating the perception that 
dropouts are not interested and do not do well in school within the context of a 
restricted learning process which rewards only a narrow range of intellectual 
competence. This, Whelage (1989) argues, makes school uninviting for students with 
skills that go unrewarded. The skills Whelage (1989) refers to include physical, 
technical and artistic talent. Although Whelage (1989) attempts to situate the 
perception within the context of school curriculum, his findings does not depart 
fundamentally from the perspective that dropouts are  incapacitated and non-
academically inclined. By faulting a learning process that narrows on academics and 
omitting other talents, Whelage (1989) is implying that school dropouts do not have 
the academic dexterity to cope with school. This is closely tied to the perception that 
dropouts suffer educational maladjustment, whereby it is argued that they are not 
given programmes which fit their abilities, needs and interest (Snepp, 1956). These 
abilities and interests are usually cast as non-academic ones, again highlighting the 
presumption that dropouts have an academic deficiency.  
 
2.3.2. Dropouts as Having Attitudinal Defects 
 
That dropouts are also portrayed as having a negative perception of school and 
exhibiting an unfavourable attitude towards their education are also corroborated by 
some findings. Dropouts are said to view schooling as boring and meaningless 
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(Robinson, 2007; Dryfoos, 1990; Bishop, 1989; Littwinn, 1987; MacLeod, 1987). 
They are believed to place a higher value on leisure and a lower value on education 
(Eckstein and Wolpin, 1999). The popular portrayal of a school dropout is one who 
dislikes school, is lazy and unmotivated (Dryfoos, 1990; Snepp, 1956; Wagenaar, 
1987; Eckstrom et al. 1986; Garnier et al., 1997; McWhirter et al., 2007; Eckste in and 
Wolpin, 1999). For example, Wagenaar's findings show that 35% of male dropouts 
and 31% of female dropouts dislike school (1987:166). In a similar vein, Eckstrom et 
al. (1986) notes that dropouts show less interest in school and are less satisfied with 
their educational experiences. Eckstrom et al (1986) state that dropouts did less 
homework - an average of 2.2 hours a week as opposed to the 3.4 hours reported by 
stayers. The use of homework completion as a measure of students‟ educational 
outcome is justified by Richardson et al. (1989) who noted that educational reformers 
who agree with using homework completion as a measure of success tend to bolster 
their beliefs with research that shows a correlation between hours of homework done 
and student achievement. Many teachers assume that homework is a natural extension 
of the school day. They understand failure to complete assignments to be a strong 
indication of the students' incapability and behavioral ineptitude. Little room, if at all, 
is spared to thinking about other reasons beyond personal attitudinal defects and 
ability that cause students not to complete their homework (ibid).  
 
Although such studies apparently corroborate dominant local discourse, generally 
they do not explicitly state attitudinal defect to be the cause of the problem. Most 
importantly, they do not view these attitudinal limitations to be a “mindset problem” 
as reiterated by local community elites. Although attitudinal defects are presented as 
negative behavioral tendencies exhibited by dropouts, they stop short of ascribing 
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these as the cause of the problem. Despite their portrayals of school dropouts as 
academically weak and the thrust of their studies still confined to the domain of 
schooling, yet none of them have gone as far as ascribing academic weaknesses as the 
root of the problem. This differs from the local dominant presumptions as discussed 
earlier which strongly imply that the dropout problem is the result of academic 
incapacity. This distinguishes such studies from local dominant presumption which 
defines this inability as the cause of their educational failure. This idea is reinforced in 
the quote below extracted from a local undergraduate honours thesis. This 
perspective, aligned with the dominant one, perceives dropouts as choosing to exhibit 
unfavorable attitude towards education and suggests that if this choice is made 
impossible through the introduction of mandatory schooling policy, the dropout 
phenomenon can be eradicated.  
 
“In view of the fact that education is important for advancement in Singapore, 
this may well be the time to make education compulsory (for a minimum of ten 
years till he/she reaches secondary 4/5) for all that are intellectually and 
physically able. Without the law on our side, students will cite 'no interest in 
studies' and play truant and subsequently drop out of the school together. As the 
short-term gain of having freedom and ability to make money is more real and 
important to them than the seemingly abstract concept of not being able to f ind a 
job next time, external factors like the government policy should come in to limit 
the choices the youths have... Rather than doing preventive and remedial work 
(to keep students in school) why then do we not just have a blanket policy to 
make sure that the youths are not given the freedom of choice in the f irst place? 
This may sound strange coming from a researcher who is a youth but precisely 
because I am a youth, I am able to understand the impulsiveness and 





The quote above, extracted from a local undergraduate thesis reveals the 
pervasiveness of the dominant views. Ideas of the elites promote perceptions even 
within the limited research on the phenomenon locally.  
 
 2.3.3. Dropouts and their Disadvantaged Families 
 
“The students that remained in school differed on their ability to conform to the 
school's regulations from those students who dropped out. Students who 
remained in school received qualitatively different social and emotional familial 
support from their parents to help them deal with school rules and conflicts than 
did their counterparts who dropped out of school.” (Delgato-Gaitan; 1988: 354)  
 
 
Numerous studies that established a strong correlation between factors pertaining to 
the family and the outcome of children's academic success challenge dominant 
presumptions. Recent educational policies reconstruct the relationship between the 
home and school such that parents play a significant role in shaping the child's 
schooling and educational experience. These studies can be distinguished from 
perceptions within the local discourse as the former do not isolate the family and its 
role in education from the wider socio-economic structure in which dropouts and their 
families are located. While the family is a major institution that has been diagnosed as 
an important factor impacting upon the dropout phenomenon, the focus of these 
studies is not the attitudinal limitation of parents as that depicted within the local 
discourse, but rather on the socio-economic status and its ramifications on schooling 




Contrary to dominant perceptions here, Teachman et al. (1996) for example analyze 
the impact of financial capital (family's income and wealth), human capital (parent's 
education) and social capital (density of interaction among parents, students and 
school) on student's schooling and found that students who do not do well in school 
and drop out mostly come from families with low income, educationa l background 
and social capital.  
 
In a similar vein, a study by Reay (1998) demonstrates how parents' socio-economic 
status strongly influences their level of empowerment which in turn affects their 
children's education. Reay (1998) used the concept of cultural capital in illustrating 
the impact of family and parents on the child's educational outcome. The seven 
aspects of cultural capital Reay identified were material resources, educational 
qualifications, available time, information about the educational system, social 
confidence, educational knowledge and the extent to which entitlement, assertiveness, 
aggression or timidity characterize parent's approach to teaching staff (1998: 59). Her 
study on mother's involvement in their children's primary schooling reveals that 
cultural capital is a key determinant of the extent of parental support towards their 
child's education. With the increasing commodification of education and 
redistribution of responsibility between family and school, parents are increasingly 
seen as 'consumers' empowered in the educational marketplace (Reay, 1998: 55).  
 
A substantial number of studies on the school dropout phenomenon have also noted 
that dropouts come from poor families with low education and often times associated 
with the low availability of social capital and absence of learning materials and 
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educational opportunities at home (see for example McWhirter et al., 2007; Markey, 
1993; Dryfoos, 1990; Wagenaar, 1987; LeCompte and Dworkin, 1991, Harris, 1961). 
Dropouts are found to come from homes with fewer study aids and fewer 
opportunities for non-school-related learning than students who stayed in school and 
significantly less parental monitoring of their activities (McWhirter et al. 2007: 132). 
Reed and Sautter (1993) noted that dropping out prior to completing school is a 
phenomenon more pronounced amongst children of poverty. Citing low income and 
poor quality of public schools as key factors leading to dropping out of school, they 
see it essential that public schools become the focus of remedies. The authors noted 
that following research findings highlighting the prominence of poverty in dropout 
cases, a number of states including New York, Oregon, South Carolina and Florida 
have initiated new efforts to link social services and academic programs. Again, this 
line of argument is a challenge to dominant presumptions which center on personal 
pathological attributes as the cause of the dropout problem. This perspective tries to 
situate the problem within a relevant socio-economic context of the socio-economic 
status of families. Factors pertaining to socio-economic status are highlighted as 
commonly existing amongst school dropouts. Aspects related to socio-economic 
status such as family income and home environment are understood as having a 
substantial bearing on the choices and opportunities available to the dropouts and their 
parents. This theoretical position suggests recognition that the dropout problem along 
with its solutions, far from being an individualized one, is firmly rooted in the 
imbalanced social structure.  
 
Studies that document the differences between the financial and human capital of 
dropouts and non-dropouts also provide useful source for appraisal of dominant 
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views. Family income is found to differ significantly for dropouts and high school 
graduates. Dropouts are more likely to come from families with relatively low income 
and education (Markey, 1993: 465). More than half of the dropouts in Markey's study 
were in families where the householder had completed less than 12 years of school 
(1993: 466). This study also found that dropouts are more likely to live in families 
maintained by those who tend to have relatively low levels of both educational 
attainment and income (Markey, 1993: 466).  
 
Given an income advantage, parents of a higher socio-economic status, living in 
wealthier communities tend to send their children to better schools. Thus their 
children are more likely to have more supportive and rewarding educational 
experiences (Rumberger, 1983). These schools arguably have better facilities, highly 
skilled teachers, specialized services, more instructional resources and more field trips 
which enhance the child's educational experience and minimize the chances of 
dropping out of school (Wagenaar, 1987). This is in addition to their supportive 
environment at home that stimulates learning and either complements their school 
activities or compensates for any lack of formal educational services.  
 
Poor children on the other hand, being in a totally non-conducive home environment 
find it virtually impossible to do work at home (LeCompte and Dworkin, 1991). A 
child from a disadvantaged home not only has a poor family and family members who 
have little or no education but has also inherited the liabilities of a disadvantaged 
home (MMOE, 1973). The child is then hindered from internalizing orientations that 
would promote his intellectual development as the environment that he lives in is not 
conducive to his cognitive development (ibid). The home environment that the child 
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faces everyday is neither an environment that motivates the child to excel in school 
nor an environment that is strong enough to deter the child from deciding to drop out 
of school. 
 
Moving beyond material disadvantages, the correlation between socio-economic 
status, family and dropping out can also exist in the form of the family's values and 
lifestyles and their role and influence in the child's process of decision-making that is 
very much affected by the socio-economic position they occupy in society. Harris 
(1961) summarizes that the reason for a correlation between lower- income origination 
and poor academic performance is that lower- income parents place a lesser value on 
formal education and provide less intellectual stimulation because their time a nd 
interest are taken up principally with the problems of practical existence. Parents with 
higher income on the other hand serve as better role models, particularly for the value 
placed on education (Wagenaar, 1987; Rumberger, 1983). Such studies reinforce the 
significance of family structure and socio-economic status which have conditioned 
their orientation towards their children's schooling.  
 
The concretion of the link between family values, socio-economic status and dropping 
out is also revealed in the substantive work of Garnier et al. (1997) in their 
longitudinal 19-year research on the process of dropping out of high school. Their 
findings show that families with higher commitment to positive lifestyle values are 
associated with a lower probability of dropping out while cumulative family stress is 
related to a high probability of dropping out (Garnier et al., 1997). Correspondingly, 
educational aspirations are found to differ dramatically by socio-economic status. 
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Higher- income parents may spend more time with their children and hold higher 
expectations for them, thereby increasing their academic ability and aspirations (ibid).  
 
In fact, Ekstrom et al. (1986) report that parents of dropouts are less likely to be 
interested in or to monitor their children's school-related and other activities. 
According to Rumberger et al. (1990), dropouts are more likely to come from families 
in which they have to make decisions on their own and in which their parents are less 
involved in their education, and this type of families are usually families from the 
lower income group. A study by Snepp (1956) reveals that the financial weakness and 
instability of many families ridden by divorce and separation and the apparent 
indifference of some parents towards education for their children contributed much to 
the dropout problem (p. 50). These studies clearly points out the significance of socio-
economic related factors rather than personal attitudes in shaping parents' investment 
in their children's education and their eventual academic outcomes. 
 
In addition to socio-economic status, family values, parenting styles and family 
structure play a critical role in the dropout process. Persons from single-parent and 
large families are more likely to drop out (Mare, 1980 in Fitzpatrick and Yoels, 1992: 
77). Single-parent families are said to produce lower social class students and these 
students are twice as likely to drop out as those from dual-parent families (Natriello et 
al, 1985 cited in Wagenaar, 1987). Lower class students are also more likely to come 
from large families, which predict dropping out (Rumberger, 1983). Ginzberg et al. 
(1988, p. 123) noted that female-headed families face such a multitude of financial, 
social and psychological problems that they may be unable to provide critical parental 




With regards to the concept of human and social capital earlier discussed, Coleman 
(cited in Teachman et al. p.774) argued that the absence of one parent creates a 
structural deficiency that leads to less social capital on which children may draw. 
Compared with two-parent families, one-parent families, Coleman argued, have less 
time available to invest in parent-child interactions and there is a wide body of 
literature that supports this argument. Children in single-parent families also receive 
less encouragement and less assistance with homework than children in two-parent 
families (Amato, 1987; Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Dornbusch et al., 1985; Nock, 
1988). These studies highlight the significance of family structure and its intertwined 
relationship with the family's socio-economic status and how these influence 
children's educational outcomes.  
 
All the literature cited above establish how socio-economic status impact on parenting 
attitudes and investments placed on education. There are also studies which strongly 
suggest correlation between family structures such as single-parents and large families 
with low income, a weak attachment to the labour force, unemployment, unskilled 
work and a host of other negative indicators. These adversely influence attitudes 
towards schooling and school performance as these families, due to their financial 
disadvantages, are more inclined to facing a multitude of problems that directly affect 
the level and quality of support exhibited by parents.  
 
The overriding concern in these dissenting views focuses on the implications of socio-
economic status on the role that parents can execute. Their discussion of the influence 
of parents towards children's education has established the close connection between 
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the problem and the issue of socio-economic status of those involved and their 
families. Such findings substantiate the need to understand the role and impact of 
parents not in isolation from the larger socio-economic context in which they are 
situated, with ramifications on the extent this factor has on the phenomenon of school 
dropout. They attribute the dropout problem to a more fundamental cause related to 
the socio-economic background of families. This differs significantly from dominant 
local presumptions which tend to be skewed towards highlighting attitudinal aspects 
of individuals and parents as the cause of the dropout problem while overlooking and 
downplaying the significance of structural factors. Explanations which contextualize 
the dropout problem within its socio-economic context have been generally omitted in 
local public discourse.  
 
Studies on academic capability itself reveal a host of findings which challenge the 
predominant view that dropping out of school prematurely is caused by academic 
incapability. For instance, Wagenaar (1987) and Elliot et al (1966) have summarized 
several studies showing that as many as three-fourths of dropouts have the ability to 
do superior or passing work in comparison to non-dropouts. In fact, Richardson and 
Gerlach (1980) found that black dropouts are intellectually more capable than black 
stayers. Sewell et al (1981) also observe that the dropout rate for the gifted does  not 
differ substantially from the rate for other dropouts. This disputes the essentialist 
attitude adopted towards painting a typical portrayal of a school dropout and 




The differences that surface between such findings in Western literature and local 
perspectives reveal that the dominant perceptions within the local context are 
incongruent with findings in numerous studies in the West.  
 
2.4. Underdevelopment of Marginal Views 
 
Although the dominant perception that exists within the local discourse on the dropout 
phenomenon views the problem largely in individual terms, this is not to say that 
there is a complete negation of socio-economic factors as contributing to the problem. 
On the contrary, there has been acknowledgment that school dropouts tend to come 
from low-income families, as evident in the quote below extracted from Mendaki's 
10-year report. 
 
“The Malays had never done well in the economic life of Singapore, and there 
was a clear correlation between the economic standing of  families and the 
educational achievements of their children. Students most in need of remedial or  
supplementary education were likely to come from families least able to pay for 
it” (MENDAKI, 1O YRS)  
 
 
A similar view is also brought up by a couple of the social service practitioners 
interviewed. Both admitted that the bulk of the dropouts they deal with come from 
families with very low income and that this factor is likely to have an effect on their 
decision to drop out. However, this dimension is not consistently pursued and often 
drowned by presumptions of attitudinal limitations of the parents. For instance, a 




“Roughly three quarters of the dropouts we have here come from low income 
families. They definitely have some financial problems as we know that some of 
them don't even have a place to stay. They are staying with relatives on a 
temporary basis. If their relatives kick them out, which has happened, they will 
then be homeless till another relative is willing to take them in. But then when 
you enquire you discover that sometimes the parents themselves don't live with 
the children. They might be staying elsewhere, with their friends and what not. 
They are not there with their children. So obviously they know nothing about 
their children's progress. And I believe they just don't bother to know.” (SSP3) 
 
 




“Even though they may come from a poor family, I am sure that poor people also 
want to strive for a better life. I myself don't come from a rich family but we are 
taught to always have the desire to succeed so that we can change our lives for 
the better. But I don't think the parents of these dropouts teach such values to 
their children. They may be poor but it should not stop them from wanting to 
excel, and I believe that is what is lacking in these parents.” (SSP5) 
 
It is evident from these quotes that there is an acknowledgment of socio-economic 
factors affecting the problem. This fact and its implications however do not feature as 








2.5. Portrayals as Causes of the Phenomenon – A Misleading Diagnosis 
 
Based on this chapter's discussion of the dominant perspectives governing the 
understanding of the dropout problem, it can be deduced that the theme of individual 
incapability prevails as the main discourse. The individual- focused explanations 
which blame the dropouts themselves portray them as lacking intellectual capacity for 
schoolwork, non-academically inclined, unmotivated, lacking responsibility to do 
their part to succeed and not having the requisite educational expectations. Decision 
to terminate one's education is also perceived as caused by immediate, personal and 
cultural factors such as poor study habits, lack of interest and lack of academic ability.  
 
Parents on the other hand are blamed for their failure to transmit proper values and 
guidance to their children and unable to execute proper and desirable parenting 
practices. When framing dropping out as a function of individual and cultural 
background and behavior, the implication is that students and parents themselves are 
at fault for taking such unwise actions. By constructing explanations  this way, leaving 
school before graduation is seen as a bad decision that Malay students and parents 
make, often based on a pattern of unwise behavior and low commitment to school.  
 
The discussions have also noted a strong congruence between the perspect ives held by 
state and community leaders and the views of other major stakeholders such as social 
service practitioners, school teachers and principal. The views of the latter mirror the 
existing dominant views espoused by the dominant elites within the society. Although 
their views are not totally in isolation from a body of scholarship that has emerged in 
the west, the latter reveal more complex findings that are conditioned by intervening 
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variables closely intertwined with the socio-economic conditions of those involved. 
Their findings differ from dominant local perspectives which are based on 
presumptions about the dropout phenomenon, not a product of systematic 
investigation. 
 
While the portrayals of individual incapability and attitudinal problems may well exist 
amongst dropouts and their families, the problem however arises when these 
portrayals are presumed to be the causes  of the problem. Although these 
portrayals may be substantiated by some empirical observation, they cannot 
comprehensively account for why there are students with these traits who do not drop 
out of school. The lack of a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon gives 
rise to misleading and over-generalized deductions that personal incapacity and 
irresponsibility are the causes of the phenomenon.  
 
Clouded by dominant presumptions, the understanding of the dropout phenomenon 
can mar an objective appraisal and misleadingly ascribe symptoms as causes of the 
problem. Such presumptions are aggravated by the underlying suggestion that the 
problem is a manifestation of cultural traits specific to the Malay community. This 
view reinforces the dominant perception in as much as it is conditioned by it. Actions 
and decisions of dropouts and their parents are analyzed within the radius of vis ion 
that is limited and which does not take into consideration the effect of the group‟s 
structural position is society.  
 
Despite the lack of systematic research on the dropout phenomenon, the dominant 
perspective remains pervasive. Why is this so? How does this perspective achieve its 
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dominant status? The next chapter will attempt to make better sense of the strong 
influence of the dominant perspective using insights from the sociology of 
knowledge. This will facilitate a greater understanding of the dominant perspective of 

























CONTEXTUALIZING THE RISE OF THE DOMINANT PERSPECTIVES  
 
This chapter aims to examine the major factors conditioning dominant perceptions on 
Malay school dropouts. In doing so, this chapter reveals pertinent socio-historical 
factors which impacted upon the educational progress of the Malay community as 
much as it reveals that the dropout phenomenon is part of a larger socio-economic 
problem largely overlooked in dominant discourse. Employing insights from the 
sociology of knowledge provides a sociological explanation for the factors that shape 
dominant opinions on the problem and their implications. As Mannheim maintains, 
perspectives are not spontaneously generated but conditioned by the thinking of social 
groups within specific social and historical contexts.  
 
In studying how perspectives are conditioned, historical underpinnings of Malay 
educational marginality are revealed. This chapter will look into analyzing factors that 
have induced the dominant views on Malay educational marginality. These include 
educational policies that have strong implications on Malay academic achievement as 
well as efforts made to deal with it. This chapter argues that the dominant perspective 
on the problem of Malay educational marginality has its roots stretching back to the 
pre-colonial period, aggravated during the colonial era arising from the ideology of 
imperialism and exacerbated during the post-Independence period by the ideology of 
meritocracy. It is important to note that the identification and appraisal of socio-
historical factors impacting Malay educational achievement covered in this chapter is 
not meant to be exhaustive. It is merely to emphasize and highlight that the 




3.1. Education, Meritocracy and the Malay Community  
 
The principle of meritocracy fundamental to Singapore's education system posits that 
one is rewarded on the basis of merit or one's own achievement.  This leads to the 
belief that success and social mobility is possible only through one's individual effort 
and determination. The ideology of meritocracy asserts that there is equality of 
opportunity in the hierarchically organized and highly competitive society and that the 
resultant socio-economic inequalities are the just and fair outcome of universalistic 
procedures (Brown. 1994: 81). The implication therefore is that those who attained 
elite positions in society did so as they had most merit and expertise best fitted for 
government while ordinary people were suited to pursuing non-elite occupations 
given their own levels of merit (Brown, 1994).  
 
The response of the Malay leadership to meritocracy has been very favourable as 
exhibited by the statement of the former minister for Malay-Muslim affairs, Sidek 
Saniff who stated that:  
 
“Meritocracy has hastened the sense of confidence and equal treatment of  
Singaporean Malays, who feel they are not being stigmatized and can compete on 
a level playing f ield.” (Straits Times, 4 Jun 2010) 
 
 
The unrelenting support and belief in meritocracy is corroborated by a recent 
statement made by Minister of Information, Communications and the Arts and 
Minister in charge of Muslim Affairs, Yaacob Ibrahim, urging new citizens of 
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Singapore to “hold dear the Singaporean values of multiracialism and meritocracy 
that hold us together” as these have provided Singaporeans with “opportunities for all, 
regardless of race, language and religion.”16 
 
While the theoretical principles governing meritocracy is not doubted, its impact in 
the practical realm for the Malay community has not been entirely favorable as it may 
not benefit a certain segment of the community and even those outside it. Following 
the New Education System, the number of Malay secondary students in the Normal 
stream for example was more than those in the Express stream. 17 Furthermore, the 
performance of Malay pupils in various national examinations also tends to be below 
the attainment of non-Malay pupils (Zoohri, 1987: 179). The educational performance 
of the Malays in relation to the other communities leaves a chasm that cannot be 
adequately explained by the state's commitment to meritocracy.  
 
Despite its claims at championing equal opportunities for all races, numerous works 
have criticized the practice of meritocracy in Singapore's education system. In his 
study of the ground realities of meritocracy in Singapore, Barr (2006) argued that the 
playing field is hardly level. In fact, he maintained that the system facilitates 
tremendous biases against the less socio-economically privileged. Through his 
rigorous investigation of the distribution of government scholarships in Singapore, 
Barr concluded that meritocracy rests on systemic biases to perpetuate regime 
regeneration based on gender, class and race (2006: 2).  
 
                                                 
16
 Yaacob Ibrahim's statements are extracted from his speech made during the National Cit izenship Ceremon y 
on 4 September 2011. 
17




Systemic bias also surfaced in the elucidation of the logic of meritocracy by Stimpfl 
(1990). He explained that when applied to schools, the logic of meritocracy is such 
that for a successful level of students, there is also a corresponding failed group of 
students. The policy of streaming, one of meritocracy's sorting mechanism seeks to 
identify the most “gifted” students and channel them to a more demanding and 
intellectually stimulating curriculum whilst the intellectually “weaker” students are 
transferred to the extended and monolingual stream which would prepare them for 
vocational training (Lily Rahim, 1998: 124). This is corroborated by Tremawan's 
research which argues that the education system, with its sys tem of meritocracy, has 
been successfully extended and restructured to recruit failures (1994: 95). The 
schooling selection process of universal examinations ensured that the working class 
was denied significant opportunities for upward mobility, thus remaining available for 
training for wage labour (ibid). Therefore he argues that the working class and ethnic 
minorities acquired only a minimal level of education necessary for the reproduction 
of labour power.  
 
Criticism pointing to the non- level playing field of the practice of meritocracy in 
Singapore has its roots in the pre-colonial period. An assessment of the Malay society 
during the pre-colonial and colonial days reveals crucial factors that have conditioned 
the educational backwardness of the Malays. The unfavorable attitudes of the Malay 
elites towards the intellectual development of the Malays during the pre-colonial 
period, followed by the negative effects of colonialism on the educational level of the 
Malays have bearings of the level of maladjustment of the Malay community in 
adapting to new educational demands after Independence. The concerns of the Malay 
elites as well as that of the colonial masters at that time have compromised the 
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educational opportunities available to the Malays and have fa iled to develop the 
strong foundation provided by institutional development in education that would have 
facilitated their adjustment to the demands of meritocracy in this domain after 
Independence. However, this is not to say that historical factors such as feudal neglect 
of Malay intellectual development and colonial policies are responsible for the lack of 
progress in education and the phenomenon of school dropout today. These factors 
however cannot be overlooked as centuries of neglect in education of the Malays 
cannot be simply ignored in understanding the problems of their adjustment to the 
demands of educational progress based on the operationalization of the principle of 
meritocracy after Independence. 
 
3.1.1. Pre-Colonial Education – Feudal Neglect of Malay Intellectual 
Development  
 
Pre-colonial education for the Malays was very much dictated by the conservatism 
and traditionalism of the Malay feudal elites. Abdullah Munshi, who made many 
perceptive observations of the conditions of feudal social life and interacted with 
members of both the ruling class and their subjects traced the problem of Malay 
backwardness to the problem of the elites (Shaharuddin, 1988). He was particularly 
struck by the nature and attitude of the ruling class whom he described as not 
interested in improving and reforming their society (ibid). Their attitude towards 
language, literature and religion reflects their neglect of the intellectual development 




Before the arrival of the British in Malaya, traditional Malay education had either a 
vocational or religious orientation (Stimpfl, 1990). The former focused on training the 
child for vocational roles that he or she would play in life such as in agriculture, 
fishing and homemaking while the latter provided  instruction in Islamic tradition and 
learning to chant Arabic scripts usually without understanding its meaning (ibid). This 
corroborates the ritualistic religious life and an absence of an intellectual tradition 
which Abdullah claimed to be the dominant characterization of the Malay feudal 
society during the pre-colonial era. 
 
3.1.2. Imperialistic Colonial Education Policies - Reproducing the Status Quo  
 
With the coming of the colonial masters, the ideology of colonialism became the 
driving force of all colonial policies including education policies. This ideology was 
essentially a project aimed at the subjugation of the indigenous people for the interests 
of the colonial power. The British policy towards the Malays shifted from one of  
'minimum interference' to avoid social unrest and economic dislocation prior to 1890 
to one that consciously sought to preserve and exploit the existing Malay hierarchy by 
ensuring control over the Malay leaders and masses. Once the paramountcy of their 
authority had been established and their days had begun to settle into a pattern of 
routine administration, the provision of education and other welfare services began to 
receive their attention (Stevenson, 1975: 23). Education policies in 1891 and after 
therefore were meant to freeze the status quo and prevent any social or economic 




Realities of flourishing economic developments have greatly influenced colonial 
attitude towards the Malays. Throughout the 1890s, with revenues and trade 
expanding rapidly, the British found it increasingly necessary that the Malays should 
remain subsistence agriculturalists and fishermen so as to avoid social unrest and 
economic dislocation (Stevenson, 1975). This is because increased government  
revenues in the colonized nations and the flourishing of tin-mining trade, opium 
farming and to a lesser extent cash crops amongst other developments have been 
achieved without the participation of the Malays (ibid).  
 
In addition, threats to colonial supremacy also directed the statement of the 
educational policy in the Protected Malay States. Prompted by fears of a move to 
promote the wider teaching of English amongst the Malay peasantry which, if 
successful, could give rise to a class of politically active malcontents who might plot 
to overthrow the British, threaten the existing order and cause a disruptive effect on 
the social and economic landscapes of the colonized nations, education for the Malay 
villager therefore was confined to instruction in the vernacular of only the most 
elementary subjects (Stevenson, 1975). Most Malays were excluded from the English 
language education and when free educational services were eventually provided for 
the Malays, it was only Malay-medium education of a rudimentary level (Stimpfl, 
1990).  
 
Malay education for the masses was meant purely for the preservation and stability of 
the Malay traditional ways of life (Sharom Ahmat, 1971: 6). In fact, the elementary 
vernacular education provided for the Malays ensured that that they were not over-
educated and able to leave their land. There were also many claims that the principal 
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value of the Malay school system during the colonial period inculcated in the Malays 
“habits that are quite the reverse of those of diligence, punc tuality, cleanliness and 
care and may even become a hotbed of idleness, dissimulation, dishonesty and every 
evil habit” (Stevenson, 1975: 69).  
 
This is however not to say that the Malays were never educated in English during the 
colonial era. In fact, there were attempts at educating them in English. These attempts 
were aimed initially, and for the most part, at the sons of Rajas and chiefs. This was 
because the British acknowledged that the provision of opportunities for the scions of 
aristocratic Malay households to learn English was so that they can take their 'rightful' 
place in the new machinery of government (Stevenson, 1975). However, there was no 
real attempt to incorporate effectively the Malay ruling class into the new 
administration thus there was no pressing need to educate their sons in English 
(Stevenson, 1975: 144).  
 
Further inhibiting the progress of the Malays are the Malay elites themselves who in 
fact supported colonial policy on Malay education. Since the colonial educational 
policies served their vested interests by limiting the intellectual capacity of the Malay 
masses and thus minimizing the possibility of serious forms of opposition, their chief 
concern was also to maintain the status-quo. The elites lacked self- introspection and 
reflection upon their own society and their intellectual horizon was narrow and 
limited (Shaharuddin, 1988). Even with the threat of the West at their very doorstep, 
there was no awareness of the need to widen their intellectual horizon, to embark on 




The nature of the colonial educational regime had handicapped Singapore Malays 
from keeping pace with the fast urbanizing and competitive society that was unfolding 
on the island (Lily Rahim, 1998: 186). The major setback of colonial education, 
intensified by the attitude of the elites has strong repercussions till today. The Malay 
community faces great maladjustment in adapting to new educational demands after 
Independence and was not equipped with the much needed knowledge, skills and 
rigor for future schooling and education. The policies put forward by British 
Residents, in essence, provided only primary vernacular education for the Malays and 
insulated the Malays from an English education much needed for progress. 
 
Given the weak head-start induced by feudalism and colonialism, the Malays who 
have not been doing well socio-economically cannot be expected to compete at the 
same starting point based on the ideal of meritocracy after Independence. Any 
message of meritocracy and equal competition therefore automatically puts Malays in 
an inferior position largely because of their relatively lagging head-start and lack of 
access to opportunity. Meritocracy in Singapore does not mean everybody begins the  
race at the starting line as the majority of Malays were lower on the scale of socio-
economic development even before they competed in the race. 
 
The ideological implication of a meritocratic education which claims to reward based 
on one's own merit is that people are themselves blamed for their failure in education 
and their inability to raise their socio-economic status. This ideology which is widely 
consumed even by “failures” themselves has brought dominance to the individualist 
explanations for failure. The logic of meritocracy serves as a convenient justification 
for the production of a group of failures within the education system. It overlooks 
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critical historical factors which have a significant bearing on the educational 
development of the Malays. The historical factors which have accounted for the 
educational lag of the Malay community are omitted from public discourse. The state 
discourse on the meritocratic education which emphasizes that “every child in 
Singapore is offered an equal opportunity to excel to the limit of his ability”18 has 
reduced explanations for failure to mere individual lack of ability.  
 
3.1.3. Logic of Meritocracy - Personalizing Educational Failure 
 
“Successful Malays often claim that Malays lack a “success orientation”. Like  
many Malay intellectuals, Malay teachers in national schools often attribute 
lower school performance for Malays to poor parental guidance” (Stimpfl, 1990: 
148).  
 
The meritocratic education with its emphasis on individual merit and academic 
segregation as its main mechanism has introduced further divisions along socio-
economic lines within the Malay community. While it has resulted in those who have 
survived and achieved success through the education system, there are also those who 
fell into the cracks.  
 
Within the backdrop of meritocracy which underscores that one is rewarded according 
to one's own effort and achievement, the only logical explanation to justify either 
success or failure is individual effort. The successful group is portrayed as having 
abandoned the negative attributes commonly attached to being a Malay such as 
laziness, easily gratified and not see value in education. They are said to have 
                                                 
18
 Ministry of Education (1988) quoted in Stimpfl, 1990: 132.  
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progressed due to their sheer hard work. In fact, such success stories constantly 
published in the Malay daily newspaper always revolve around how hard work, 
determination, positive values and attitude can pave way for success and social 
mobility (see for example Berita Harian, 9 August 2011).  These sources are by no 
means an isolated example. 
 
Correspondingly, the group of failures, which includes the school dropouts and their 
parents, are themselves blamed for their own predicament. Since the elucidations for 
those who made it are their own hard work, positive values and mindset as well as 
encouraging parents, the logical corresponding justifications for those who did not 
make it and failed academically include laziness, negative values, problematic 
mindset and incapable parents. Given the ideology of meritocracy, explanations of a 
personal and cultural nature which were developed since colonialism to justify ethnic 
division of labour were among the concepts available and used by the government, 
intelligentsia and population at large to explain the problem of educational 
marginality in a meritocratic society. The idea of the Malays as lazy is so well 
entrenched a part of colonial ideology and perpetuated after colonialism by Malay 
elites. It is so prevalent that it facilitates an easy reliance on such an explanation as 
ready conclusion to understand the problem.19 
 
Being people who have academically succeeded within a meritocratic education, 
Malay elites including community leaders and social service practitioners believe in 
the promise of the meritocratic education system. They exhibit pride over the system 
which has allowed them to move up the social ladder. Seeing the benefits of 
                                                 
19
 The study by the late Prof. Syed Hussein Alatas entitled Siapa yang Salah depicts how such views are 
consumed by Malaysian political elites. It is likely that our own elites are not isolated from this view.  
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meritocratic education for themselves reinforces the belief that they have towards the 
integrity and equality of the system, thus letting it remain unquestioned and blocking 
the possibility of perceiving limitations within it.  
 
The elites including the social service practitioners interviewed in this research are a 
product of this system. All of the social service practitioners involved in this research 
have at least a local tertiary education and some have pursued their undergraduate 
studies at overseas Islamic universities. Since many among these elites are examples 
of how some individuals from humble origins can, with ability and motivation, 
overcome their disadvantages and achieve mobility through a 'meritocratic' system, 
they are inclined to believe that mobility is possible for everyone (Lily Rahim, 1998). 
Their strong belief in this individually-motivated success as well as their own parents' 
positive attitude towards their education have critically shaped their perspective 
towards youths who failed academically and dropped out of school as illustrated by 
these quotes from the service providers: 
 
“My parents are very strict people. Like you remember the article in BH (Berita  
Harian, the Malay daily newspaper) talking about Chinese parenting style? My 
parents are like that. They set a high standard for us, me and all my 4 siblings. 
And they expect us to achieve it. If not there will be punishment of some sort. 
When I think about it, that was the reason why me and my siblings made it... Our 
parents are strict, unlike the typical Malay parents you encounter who are pretty 
much lenient and I dare to say ignorant towards their children. They are generally 
more lax. They want their children to be happy and comfortable doing what they 
do. I mean I'm not saying it's bad but it's definitely not very conducive if you 




“Even though my mom and dad didn't complete school, they demand that I do. 
They have learnt from their own experience how decapitated they feel without 
having proper education so they don't want me to experience the same thing. 
They want to make sure we strive for the best... I think generally Malay parents 
cepat berserah (easily succumb) unlike Chinese and even Indian parents. They 
don't have that “I want to upgrade and be better” attitude. Emphasis on raising 
their class and status is not there. And this attitude pass on to their kids. So the 
kids don't have that push, that motivation.” (SSP1) 
 
 
In making sense of their educational success against the backdrop of Malay academic 
marginality, the successful Malays have amplified the personal and individual factors 
producing their achievements. The repercussion of this is not just in obscuring non-
personal and structural aspects of the issue but also a reaffirmation that Malays can 
academically succeed if they adopt positive values and practices. As Lily aptly states,  
 
“The ideology of Malay cultural inferiority has also been unc ritically endorsed 
by sections of the Malay middle and professional class. Having attained high 
educational credentials, material success, and social mobility, the meritocratic 
discourse advocated by the PAP leadership serves to flatter their achievements 
and accords them the esteemed status as role models of exceptional qualities.” 
(Lily Rahim, 1998: 59) 
 
Based on the common social position and shared experiences, the community elites 
interviewed in this research generally concur with the dominant discourse used to 
explain academic failures within the community. Their belief in a fair education 
system which provides equal opportunities for all regardless of one's background, 
intensified by their own success as a result of the system, has shaped and influenced 
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the way they think about the dropout phenomenon. The pivot of their perspective, 
based on their educational experiences, is that academic success is a product of one's 
own hard work, guided by exemplary parenting. Therefore, academic failure, defined 
within the parameters of their logic, means lack of motivation, laziness and an 
absence of praiseworthy parenting capable of transmitting proper values to their 
offspring. Their common educational experience has shaped their thoughts on 
educational success and failure20.  
 
Although this ideology of successful Malays which in itself is conditioned by the 
prevalent perspective justifies the blame on those who fall out of the system, the 
dynamics in which such a perspective gains dominance is not fully explained. This 
thesis contends that the pervasiveness of this ideology is exacerbated by the formation 
of ethnic self-help groups. Fueled by the notion that the problem of educational 
malaise of the Malays can best be tackled by the community itself, self-help groups 
such as Mendaki were created to deal with the problem of educational marginality 
within the community and formulate solutions for it. This thesis argues that the engine 
of self-help groups has adverse effects on the Malay community. The dearth of 
educationists and other relevant experts at the community level, competent enough to 
resolve the problem, means that a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon 




                                                 
20
  Findings from Mastura Manap‟s study (2010) on the Malay working poor reveal that her informants 
consisting of middle class social practitioners and Malay leaders also tended to use individualist and 
culturalist arguments to explain the underdevelopment of Malays from low income backgrounds. Her 
informants similarly represent those who have been able to move up the social ladder and believe in the 
equal opportunity through Singapore‟s policy of meritocracy.  
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3.2. Implications of Ethnicized Based Welfare Intervention and Ethnic Based 
Self-Help Groups  
 
The social organization of welfare in Singapore is closely tied to the racial 
categorization within the population. While ethnicity is depoliticized (Chua, 1998), 
and with the government‟s stance on meritocracy which presumes that all citizens 
irrespective of ethnicity compete at the same starting point, yet race underscores the 
approach to resolving educational issues of the Malays.  
 
The idea of employing an ethnic approach to deal with what is deemed as a 
community‟s problem was first mooted by Lee Kuan Yew, then Prime Minister. His 
approach to welfare was based on the recognition of what he perceived as basic 
human nature; that individuals strove for their own advancement and that of their  
families (Mak, 1998) and that each racial group has a distinct approach to survival. He 
believed that government policy should work in tandem with these human tendencies 
rather than to try countering them (Mak, 1998). As Lee contended,  
 
“We live in different concentric circles... And your closest is your own family, 
then your extended family, then the clan and then your friends... And built into 
that is a certain cultural pattern, which varies from society to society. The 
Chinese have the extended family and the clan, they supported each other for 
survival. The Indians have their own method. So do the Malays... I don't think 
you can erase all that. That's for hundreds of years, or thousands of years. 
Because I recognize it, I decided you cannot change this. Or if you tried to 





The cornerstone of ethnicized based welfare intervention is the formation of self-help 
groups, an ideological (and physical) room created for the different racial groups to 
help their own kind (Chua, 1998). Based on an ideological notion that people at the 
bottom of the society are individuals who need help from the successful ones within 
their own community, this notion in itself implies that such underprivileged 
individuals, due to their own incapability, need help to cope with their disadvantaged 
position and can only do so through the community‟s support network. It is assumed 
that the community, having shared similar value systems, needs and exper iences, is 
the best medium of welfare for its members. State leaders are active proponents of 
this logic, as evident from the quote below. 
 
“Goh Chok Tong (ST, 30 October 1992), Deputy Prime Minister Lee Hsien 
Loong (ST, 31 August 1992), and Minister of Law S.Jayakumar (ST, 12 October 
1992) have also alleged that ethnic based bodies are more effective than a multi-
racially based self-help body as they are better equipped to cater to the 'specific 
needs' and 'different problems' of their own ethnic communities. What actually 
constitutes the 'specific needs', 'different problems' and 'different value systems' 
(BG Yeo, Sunday Times, 4 October 1992) of each ethnic community has never 
been clearly articulated by the PAP leadership.” (Lily Rahim, 1998: 235)  
 
The strong belief in ethnicized based welfare intervention has even clouded their 
judgments as to its salience. It has come to an extent whereby state leaders produce 
statements that appear rather weak in justifying its relevance, as illustrated in the 





“The practical question is, if I take it as a national problem, can I just have a non-
Malay initiative solve a problem in the Malay community? In other words, can I 
have a non-Malay social worker, deal with a drug case or deal with a 
dysfunctional family...I don't know whether you have tried but I'd imagine it will 
be a very sensitive matter for a non-Malay to counsel a Malay family.” (Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong, Community Leaders Forum, 21 November 2010) 
 
 
In response to a critical question by an audience who sought clarification as to the 
relevance of the ethnic-based welfare, the Prime Minister has given a statement with 
an uncertain basis. When one considers that professional social workers of any racial 
or cultural background are trained to handle various kinds of social problems from 
different groups of people, race should not be a sensitive matter to trained counselors, 
as otherwise stated by the Prime Minister. This illustrates the pervasiveness of the 
perception that the problem is indeed a community‟s one, best handled by the 
community itself. 
 
In addition, the implication of the logic of ethnicized based welfare intervention is 
such that the problem is reduced to a community‟s problem and not viewed as a 
national problem that warrants national- level intervention. The logic also has 
implications on the extent of social capital required to alleviate the problem. The 
resources concerned are not just confined to financia l matters but are more 
encompassing. It includes intellectual expertise and other professional intelligentsia 
that are relevant to the problem, a factor that is lacking within the Malay community 
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which is inhibited by a limited pool of intellectual elites in the domains relevant to the 
dropout phenomenon. 
 
3.2.1. Formation of Mendaki - Institutionalizing Dominant Explanations of 
Malay Marginality 
 
As late as the 1980s, despite advancement in education supported by increase in 
persons with at least a secondary qualification, the Malays were still grossly under-
represented in the professional, administrative and managerial positions in the work-
force (Tan, 1995). Likewise, the number of university graduates and those with 
tertiary education was still very low (ibid). This raised concerns among the 
government and Malay community leaders over the educational profile of the 
community. 
 
In August 1981, Lee Kuan Yew urged Malay leaders and educationists in the 
government service to give top priority to upgrading the educational level and training 
of the large number of Malays without secondary education (Tan, 1995: 343). As a 
result of discussions between Malay Member of Parliaments and various Malay 
community leaders, the Council of Education for Muslim Children or Mendaki for 
short was inaugurated in October 1981 (ibid). The formation of Mendaki marked the 
first major collaborative effort between Malay MPs and non-political community 
leaders and also represented the first attempt at coordinating efforts and resources 





In response to the ideological parameters established by the PAP government and the 
consistent reminders by the PAP Malay leaders that the community's success was 
contingent upon changing their attitudes and resolve, the main task of Mendaki 
appears to be that of reforming the attitudes of the community. According to a key 
personnel from Mendaki who was interviewed for this research with regards to the 
role of Mendaki, attitudinal and “mindset” change is the key to moving the Malay 
community forward. As he puts it,  
 
“Our community can go far. We can achieve our aim to empower them and uplift 
the community. But it is not enough with just programmes that try to develop 
skills or coach them in their studies. There‟s something else that is more 
important to ensure our community‟s progress. It is our community‟s mindset. It 
will be pointless for us to enroll them in all our programmes yet they themselves 
don‟t see the importance or need to upgrade and better themselves. So especially 
for programmes with youths, who are easier to shape compared to adults, we 
have to conduct programmes that try to help them develop a more positive 
attitude. With a pos itive attitude and awareness of the importance of education 
and the foolishness of their past mistakes, they are then in the right path towards 
success.” (Key Personnel who have worked in Mendaki for almost two decades) 
 
Mendaki entrusted itself with the mission of creating many more young 
Malay/Muslim parents who are not only committed and willing to provide proper care 
and guidance to their children but also capable in providing their children with 
lifestyles and value systems that are consistent with the objective of preparing the 
Malay/Muslim children to excel in education and life (Lily Rahim, 1998). Given 
intervention strategies that deal with educational problems by attempting to reform 
values and attitudes, on top of the ethnic based approach in resolving community 
82 
 
problems including that of education, culturalist explanations of Malay educational 
marginality is bound to gain dominance.  
 
3.2.2. Formation of Community Leaders Forum – Ethnic Exclusivity Entrenched 
 
In accordance to the dominant belief that the educational problem faced by the Malay 
community is best handled by the community‟s own elites, welfare approaches and 
mechanisms took on an extremely ethnic dimension. From decades ago till today, the 
government strongly believes that the best welfare service that can be provided to any 
client has to come from a social worker or a social service practitioner of a similar 
ethnicity to that of the client. Citing language and cultural issues as reasons, they 
believe that only people from a similar ethnicity can best understand the problems 
faced by their community member and possess the right to offer advice. As Lily 
Rahim (1998) explicates, 
 
“In the government's view, the primary cause of the problem lay within the 
Malay community, and this indicated to the government that cultural changes 
within the community would be the most appropriate solution. There had to be 
changes in Malay beliefs, lifestyles and attitude to education and work. The 
Prime Minister stated that no government efforts could help the Malays as 
effectively as could the Malay leaders themselves, since only Malays would be 
able to propound and instill the necessary set of new and progressive values in 
the community.” (Lily Rahim, 1998: 174-75) 
 
 
This ethnic exclusivity has been extended with the latest initiative by Mendaki and 
other Malay/Muslim bodies to collaborate in their efforts towards uplifting the 
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community. The Community Leaders Forum (CLF), incepted in 2003 is a 
congregation of nineteen Malay/Muslim organizations and Malay/Muslim political 
leaders, involved in the discussion and implementation of various programmes for the 
Malay/Muslim community. CLF aims to provide a platform for the Malay/Muslim 
Voluntary Sector (MMVS) to work together to address the community issues, 
building resources and capacity of MMVS to facilitate the intervention efforts (CLF 
Report, 2008). Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong quoted CLF as being a valuable 
means for Mendaki to exchange views and coordinate efforts with other 
Malay/Muslim organizations. 
 
“The community itself must make the effort to reach out to vulnerable families 
and individuals, counsel and mentor them, be compassionate but firm when 
necessary, and help them to get their lives back in order. This is the only way to 
break the vicious cycle... However, Mendaki cannot do everything alone. Other 
Malay/Muslim organizations must rally around to support Mendaki.” (Lee Hsien 
Loong, The Straits Times Review, September 3, 2007) 
 
Such collaborations, pivoting on an ethnic plane, have firmly framed Malay 
marginality within a culturalist dimension. The “help your own kind” approach that is 
the tenet of ethnic self-help groups requires that the more able and privileged 
segments of the community be appointed as the ones giving help to the disadvantaged 
segments of the community at the receiving end. The former are members of the 
Malay community who have survived the meritocratic education system and generally 
made it through tertiary education. CLF has recently begun to rope in Malay 
undergraduates, graduates and professionals from various sectors to contribute ideas 
and help in the formulation of programs for the community. What is clear is that 
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individuals involved in CLF are successful products of the education system and are 
deemed as elites or future elites of the community. 
 
The establishment of Mendaki and CLF has granted these elites a platform to be 
influential and exert their influence at the level of discourse and action. Mendaki and 
CLF, being main agents of change within the community, are responsible in 
identifying problems within the community and providing solutions to deal with the 
defined problems. This is where the role of the community elites gains significance 
within the community. Community elites consisting of Malay political and 
community leaders, professionals from Malay/Muslim bodies and a few from other 
sectors such as education and finance as well as Malay social service practitioners are 
the key figures responsible in alleviating problems within the community. Their 
undertaking of the problems facing the community is conditioned by their own 
personal history, experience and background. As successful products of the education 
system and having been exposed to portrayals of Malay marginality via the media and 
public forums within the Malay/Muslim organizations, these elites heavily influence 
the dominant perception of the problems faced by the community in as much as they 
themselves are conditioned by it.  
 
Based on the interviews with these elites as produced in the previous chapter, most, if 
not all of the social service practitioners and educators interviewed concur with the 
dominant perspectives on educational failure and school dropouts produced by the 
state and Malay leaders decades ago. Currently being in influential positions 
themselves, these community elites are able to articulate their views and ensure that 
their perspectives are heard by the community. This should not be a difficult task 
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considering the wide media coverage on any discourse or activities initiated by 
Malay/Muslim organizations.  
 
Not only do these community elites steer the discourse on school dropouts within the 
community, they are also able to crystallize their perspective by formulating 
programmes and policies based on their definition and analysis of the problem. 
Programmes launched by Mendaki and CLF are products of discussions by these 
community elites. In this way, they are able to ensure that their views are being 
implemented and that they have control and influence over ideas and programmes. 
With their perspectives crystallized into programmes that are consumed by the Malay 
masses, the dominant perspective reigns.  
 
The dominant perspective espoused by the elites has gained such supremacy within 
the community that it is consumed even by the very people affected by such 
evaluation. Specifically for this research, interviews with the school dropouts 
themselves and their parents demonstrate that they too concur with the dominant 
perspective in defining the dropout phenomenon. This is evident from the reasons 
they cited to explain their dropping out of school. They attribute their school failure to 
personal factors such as dislike towards school, non-interest in studies, conflict with 
teachers and peers, discipline problems and family problems. Despite offering similar 
elucidations of the dropout phenomenon to that of the dominant perspective, Chapter 
4 will reveal that there are subtle differences in their understanding of those factors 
and their impact on their dropout experience. Despite being subjugated by an ideology 
that frames their predicament, these underprivileged group whose lived experiences 
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are distinct from that of the elites, subscribe to a different explanation for the 
behaviour they exhibit and the actions they take.  
 
3.3. Clouded Perspectives – Marginalizing Salient Contesting Ideas 
 
Using insights from the sociology of knowledge which asserts that perspectives of 
social groups are conditioned in response to their social and historical conditions, this 
chapter has shown that educational lag experienced by the Malays is influenced by a 
host of factors beginning with the pre-colonial and colonial era. The conservatism and 
traditionalism of Malay feudal elites who were not at all interested in improving their 
society marks the start of backwardness for the Malays. With the coming of the 
Western powers, the ideology of imperialism that is manifested in colonial education 
policies inhibited the educational progress of the Malays. Fear that an educated 
colonized group would undermine colonial rule and pose a threat to Western 
supremacy has resulted in the deprivation of modern knowledge during the colonial 
era. The persistent indolence of the Malay elites towards educational reform of the 
Malays further exacerbated the problem. The ideology of the lazy native has 
reinforced the persistent stereotype that has been conveniently used as causal 
explanation for social problems of the Malays including their educational malaise. Its 
pervasiveness is reflected in the fact that it has penetrated the thinking of the Malay 
elites and populace themselves and remains entrenched till today.  
 
After Independence, the education system is governed by the ideology of meritocracy 
which individualizes academic performance. It has conditioned how educational lag is 
perceived – that those who failed lack ability and have not put in effort. Its claims of 
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equality and a level-playing field have omitted the socio-historical factors that have 
accounted for the educational backwardness of the Malays. This is aggravated by the 
ethnicized based welfare intervention strategies and the formation of self-help groups 
during the 1980s which not only entrenches the ethnic undertones of the problem but 
exacerbates it due to inherent restraints in terms of expertise within the community 
capable of resolving the problem. The formation of Mendaki and CLF, pivoting on an 
ethnic plane has crystallized the dominant perspective by providing a powerful 
platform for community elites to articulate the dominant views and ensure the 
implementation of these views through programmes and policies formulated for the 
Malay masses. 
 
The importance of the concept of ideology in understanding the rise of the dominant 
perspective lies in its strong influence in shaping the thought of the community elites. 
Ideology, according to Mannheim (1936) relates how ruling groups in positions of 
power can in their thinking become so intensively interest bound to a situation that 
they are simply no longer able to see facts that will challenge or undermine their 
position. It conditions how the group in question thinks and perceives problems 
including what are selected, negated, overlooked or missed. It also impacts upon the 
level of abstraction and conceptualization of the problem. This obscures and impedes 
identification of factors that can facilitate a deeper awareness and understanding of 
the real problems affecting the phenomenon.  
 
Data obtained suggests that the shared experiences of the elites and their consumption 
of the dominant framework of discourse on meritocracy and educational success in 
Singapore have conditioned the significance which they accord to the latter. In 
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congruence with the ideology of meritocracy, community leaders generally prescribe 
that school dropouts are products of personal and family incapability. Their 
conviction towards the ideology is reinforced by the self-help approach based on 
ethnic lines as the major means of alleviating the problem. The relevance of Malay 
self-help groups and community elites, whose interests are bound to the ideology of 
ethnicized welfare, are dependent on the attribution of social problems to personal and 
cultural factors in as much as they are conditioned by it. Equipped with the power to 
articulate community problems and formulate solutions, these may have the effect of 
deterring consideration for other perspectives beyond the personal and cultural factors 
and clouds possibilities for admitting alternative ideas that challenge their 
understanding of the problem. 
 
While the discussion thus far does not deal with the phenomenon of dropout 
specifically, ideas about educational underachievement cannot be isolated from the 
problem. The common position of the community elites within the social structure 
conditions perceptions of the problem of education which are closely connected to the 
dropout problem. This bears upon what factors are emphasized and what are omitted 
and paid less attention to, if at all. The pervasiveness of the ideology has given rise to 
important considerations being downplayed as they are in conflict with the dominant 
view. The persistence of the dominant perspective has resulted in what appears to be a 
lack of contestation on the ideas governing the understanding of the dropout problem. 
In comparison to the dynamic and ever-expanding debates on the dropout problem 
that are taking place elsewhere in countries such as America and Europe, the lack of 
variation in opinion on the problem in Singapore is evident. A coherent alternative or 
contesting discourse hardly exists. The constant battlefield of ideas and perspectives 
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elsewhere, coupled with constant revisions of existing paradigms can be contrasted to 
the much static discourse locally which is severely confined to a problem of personal 
incapability. Contesting perspectives, though present, are minimal and marginal in 
local discourse and scholarship.  
 
Despite the compelling validity of the marginal views, they fail to permeate the 
dominant understanding on school dropouts. This could be because such contesting 
perspectives challenge the ideological parameters of the dominant view and are more 
likely to call for changes with regards to the way the problem is currently being 
addressed. This may require a direct and committed intervention by the state, unlike 
the current minimalist approach towards the issue of Malay educational margina lity. 
 
The dominant perspective has conditioned the way the dropout phenomenon is 
understood. It has impacted upon the elites‟ radius of vision and obscured views of 
limitations occurring at a more structural rather than an individual level. The ideology 
has the effect of clouding perspectives and obscuring the reality of the phenomenon.  
 
The next chapter therefore seeks to portray the socio-economic background and 
experiences of the school dropouts and their families. Based on in-depth interviews 
with school dropouts and their parents, actual problems faced by the dropouts and 
their families affecting the decision to drop out of school prematurely are revealed. It 
is hoped that the findings from Chapter 4 will provide meaningful data that cautions 






UNCOVERING REALITIES OF THE DROPOUT PROBLEM – 
DISJUNCTION BETWEEN DOMINANT PERCEPTIONS  
AND ACTUAL PROBLEMS 
 
Thus far, this thesis has revealed that the dominant understanding of the elites that 
bears either directly or indirectly on the dropout phenomenon in Singapore is that the 
problem is caused by personal attitudinal and academic limitations of dropouts, lack 
of good parenting skills and support for schooling, underscored to some extent by 
negative culturalist stereotypes. In public discourse, these are often reiterated as the 
major factors which impede their ability to academically succeed.  
 
Findings from this research however strongly caution and depart from this dominant 
perception. In-depth interviews with the selected group of dropouts and their families, 
alongside the analysis of data on their socio-economic status reveal that the 
phenomenon is a manifestation of a more fundamental problem, one largely rooted in 
the socio-economic position the group occupies in society, which in turn impact on 
their thinking and conditions as well limits choices available to them. The findings 
strongly reveal that their socio-economic status has largely conditioned the way 
dropouts and their parents decide and respond to the problems of schooling. It also 
bears repercussions on the strategies they devise to deal with their respective 
situations. The portrayals that are dominantly perceived as the causes of the dropout 




It is important to reiterate that given the limitations of data obtained, this study does 
not seek to establish definitive or reductive causes on the dropout phenomenon 
amongst the Malays in Singapore nor does it attempt to generalize findings on factors 
that are associated with it. No attempt is made to establish a definitive causality 
between the factor of socio-economic status and the phenomenon of dropping out of 
school. However findings from the limited data do reveal strong correlation between 
the respondent‟s socio-economic status and the problem which tend to be overlooked 
or marginalized in dominant discourse. They provide a basis for evaluating dominant 
expressions of the problem and caution against over-generalized perception which 
have direct implications on how the problem has thus far been tackled. 
 
Based on the data generated from in-depth interviews with the dropouts and their 
parents, it can be said that many amongst them have not performed well academically 
and do depict negative attitude towards schooling including relationship with 
teachers. Responses also do reveal that their parents do not generally play an active 
role in their children‟s education, while tending to leave major decisions on schooling 
to their young children. Such responses however cannot be taken in isolation from the 
persistent common factor that glaringly characterizes the majority of the respondents, 
namely their low socio-economic status. Findings strongly suggest that their being 
members of an underprivileged social position in a fast-growing global modern 
economy has significant bearings not only on their thinking and decisions about 





4.1. Underprivileged Social Capital - Dropouts as a Socio-Economically 
Disadvantaged Group 
 
This section will discuss the findings derived from data obtained from a total of 92 
data sets of dropouts and their respective parents. The data consists of pertinent 
information with regards to the drop-outs‟ socio-economic status. The indicators 
encompass the type of housing they live in, number of siblings they have, their 
parent's marital status, income, occupation and highest level of education. Numerous 
works in the field of dropout studies and education in general have used such 
indicators as basis for explicating the socio-economic status of their respondents. 
Their findings reveal that such factors constitute significant commonalities that occur 
amongst dropouts.  
 
Generally these studies found that dropouts mostly come from the lower stratum of 
society whereby their families are poor and acquire low or no education (Harris, 1961; 
Rumberger, 1983; Wagenaar, 1987; Dryfoos, 1990; LeCompte and Dworkin, 1991; 
Markey, 1993; McWhirter et al., 2007). Low family income and education are often 
associated with low availability of social and cultural capital as well as an absence of 
educational opportunities at home. Social class is also seen as an influential factor in 
determining the type and quality of schools that children are sent to. Better schools 
that are usually only afforded by parents of a higher social class have better facilities, 
highly skilled teachers and more instructional resources that can enhance the child's 
educational experience thus minimizing the chances of dropping out of school 
(Wagenaar, 1987). This leaves the most economically and socially disenfranchised 
students to languish in schools of inferior quality (Nolan and Anyon, 2004). Fine 
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(1986) for example notes that overcrowding in large high schools create high student-
teacher ratios, which in turn yield other structural features and higher dropout rates. 
Similarly, Stroughton and Grady (1978) found that smaller schools in their study had 
the lowest dropout rates. Large public schools are most likely characterized as having 
poor facilities and those located at poor neighbourhoods are especially labeled as 
dumping grounds for poor students. They are also subject to home environments in 
which emphasis on succeeding in school or deterring them from dropping out are not 
particularly strong. 
 
Based on the 92 data sets mentioned, it can be noted that the majority of the dropouts 
come from households in which parents have low income capacity. For the majority, 
parental income falls below Singapore's indicator of low income level21.  
Figure 4.1. 
 
Combined Income Level  
( $ ) 
Number of Respondents 
0 7 
Less than 500 8 
501 - 1000 39 
1001 - 1500 24 
1501 - 2000 4 
2001 - 2500 2 
2501 - 3000 6 
3001 - 4000 2 
 
Out of the 92 combined incomes of parents, 7 do not have any source of income at the 
time of data collection, a problem which may be due to unemployment, retrenchment 
or female-headed households in which the women are housewives. 8 draw incomes 
below $500, 39 having incomes between $501 to $1000, 24 between $1001 to $1500 
                                                 
21
 The criterion determin ing low income level is based on the average family household income which is 
currently still determined at $1500. This indicator is used by Mendaki to determine income elig ibility for 
social and financial assistance and subsidies for Malay needy families. Refer to mendaki.org.sg for details. 
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while 4 have incomes between $1501 to $2000. For those earning between $2000-
$3000, 2 have incomes between $2001 to $2500 and 6 between $2501 to $3000. Only 
2 were earning incomes between $3001 to $4000. It can be surmised that 59% of 
parents have incomes below $1000 while a total of 85% have incomes below $1500.  
 
It is also pertinent to note that not all of the sources of income are regular. For many, 
their attachment to the labour force is weak or irregular. The nature of the jobs held 
by these parents is mostly temporary or either on contract or part-time basis. Their 
occupations mostly consist of low-skilled manual labour which in today's global 
capitalist economy are easily being replaced by cheaper labour provided by foreign 
workers or contract-based employment which reduces labour cost for the employer. 
This includes jobs such as cleaners which a significant 26% of the parents in this 
research undertake. The rest comprise of other low-skilled and part-time jobs in the 
service sector such as dispatch riders, kitchen and stall helpers, movers and security 
guards. The precarious nature of their employment has made them susceptible to 
replacement, retrenchment and irregular income. This has in turn contr ibuted to other 
problems. Quite a significant number of these respondents have resorted to selling 
their HDB flats and downgrading to smaller units while others end up occupying 
temporary residence. Out of the 92 families, 59% live in 3-room HDB flats or smaller 
while 32% live in 4-room HDB flats. The remaining 9% live in 5-room HDB flats. 
However it has to be noted that 18% of these are rental flats while another 9% are 








Residential Housing Type 
 
Number of Respondents 
No fixed residence 3 
1-room HDB 9 
2-room HDB 18 
3-room HDB 24 
4-room HDB 29 
5-room HDB 8 
Executive flat 1 
 
Factors pertaining to income, occupation and residential types are not independent of 
the parent's level of education. According to Hill and Stafford (1977), better educated 
parents have the ability to influence their children's educational aspirations and spend 
more quality time with their children, thereby increasing their children's capability 
and ultimately their likelihood of remaining in school. Poorly educated parents on the 
other hand lack necessary and adequate skills to influence their children's educational 
experience and are least likely to deter their children from eventually dropping out of 
school.  
 
Based on the data compiled on the parent's level of education, this research finds that 
most of the parents are lowly educated. 21% of the parents have no education, 35% 
are either primary or secondary school dropouts while 23% completed either primary 
or secondary schooling but were not awarded any certificate due to their academic 
failure. 15% completed either primary or secondary schools and received the 













No education 28 
Primary school dropout 14 
Completed primary school but failed PSLE 23 
PSLE holder 6 
Secondary school dropout 33 
Completed secondary school but failed „N‟/‟O‟ levels  8 
„N‟ level holder 6 
„O‟ level holder 8 
„A‟ level holder 1 
Completed vocational school but no certificate awarded  5 
Diploma holder 1 
 
A pattern of parents' low education, low-skilled employment and low income noted 
within this group strongly suggests a close association between socio-economic status 
and the propensity of their children dropping out from school. A history of 
educational failure, low-skilled occupation and poor income level on the part of the 
parents seem to bear repercussions on the children's schooling outcome.  
 
Family structure is another important indicator of socio-economic status. Studies have 
shown that the parent's marital status and the size of the family are among the key 
factors influencing the quality of family life as the two are closely related to issues 
pertaining to income and education. For instance, single-parent families, especially 
female-headed ones are strongly associated with a multitude of financial and social 
problems that inhibit the provision of critical parental support that often makes the 
difference between success and failure in school (Ginzberg et al., 1988). Compared to 
children from two-parent families, children from single-parent families are found to 
receive less encouragement, parent-child interaction and assistance in school-related 
activities (Teachman et al., 1996; Amato, 1987; Astone and McLanahan, 1991; 
Dornbusch et al. 1985; Nock, 1988). They are less likely to find the support and 
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encouragement needed to keep them in school (Howell and Frese, 1982). This is also 
tied to the size of the family as dropouts are more likely to come from large families 
whereby parents have to divide the already little attention available among a big 
number of siblings (Rumberger, 1983).  
 
According to the secondary data gathered, a significant number of the families are  
large sized relative to the average household size in Singapore which is 3.5, which 
means an average of 1.5 child per family.22  
Figure 4.4. 
 





1 – 2 36 
3 – 4 34 
5 – 6 21 
 
Out of the 92 dropouts, 21 have five to six siblings, 34 have three to four siblings 
while 26 have one to two siblings. Only one has no siblings. In addition, some of 
them are also staying with their relatives and extended families. This implies the 
possibility of staying in an overcrowded dwelling, which in most cases in the HDB 
flat. 
 
These data illustrate the common features characterizing the dropouts and their 
families. Although non-exhaustive, they provide relevant indicators that can 
substantiate the close association between low socio-economic status and 
susceptibility to experiencing school dropout problem amongst this group of 
respondents. However due to its statistical nature, the data cannot comprehensively 
                                                 
22
 Refer to http://www.singstat.gov.sg/stats/charts/hhld.html#socB for a table on the household size in 
Singapore in 2010. 
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shed light on a more in-depth understanding of the problem. Although it is a useful 
highlight of surface observations, it cannot capture significant experiences and 
realities of the subject and the actual impact of these factors on the lives of those 
affected. Furthermore, the implications of socio-economic conditions go beyond 
purely monetary or material related disadvantages easily revealed through statistics.  
 
The issue of parent-child interaction and quality of parenting is an instance of a factor 
not easily captured in statistical data. Several studies for instance have established the 
correlation between socio-economic status and family values by establishing that the 
latter is significantly conditioned by the former (see for example Garnier et al., 1997; 
Ekstrom et al., 1986; Rumberger et al., 1990). These have bearing on matters such as 
the process of decision-making, aspirations, attitude towards education, involvement 
in children's education as well as parent's ability to be good role models to their 
children. This gap in understanding can only be addressed by perceptions gathered 
from qualitative interviews with the subjects themselves. Findings derived from in-
depth interviews with 20 school dropouts and 5 parents seek to provide deeper 
insights as to how the dropouts themselves and their parents make sense of their 
situation. This qualitative data is also able to provide a clearer and more 
comprehensive understanding of how socio-economic conditions and dropping out of 







4.2. A Discussion of Findings from Qualitative Interviews with School Dropouts 
and Their Parents  
 
Most of the data in this chapter are obtained from the selected school dropouts and 
their parents. Since most of the interviews are conducted in Malay, the data presented 
in this chapter has been translated to English, with utmost care to keep to the intended 
meaning of the respondents. Data from the interviews concur with findings from the 
secondary data which reveal the lower socio-economic status or underprivileged 
conditions of the respondents. However the interview data goes beyond the 
documentation of tangible disadvantages by demonstrating that socio-economic status 
has weighty and serious implications on their thought, decisions and the choices made 
pertaining to schooling and remaining in school. The way they think, act and react to 
problems are greatly conditioned by the position they occupy in society.  
 
However, they are by no means passive subjects merely acted upon by their societal 
location and deprived of agency. In fact, they create their own responses to deal with 
their problems. Paradoxically, the decisions and actions they take, are greatly 
impacted by their underprivileged position in society. Their resistance to the 
conformity within the educational setting also functioned to further entrench them 
into their lower socio-economic status – in other words, their attitudes and practices 
that were interpreted as expressions of resistance in school situations were 
concomitantly serving as forms of accommodation to their existing socio-economic 





4.2.1. Disadvantaged Social Circle as a Locus of Control 
 
Dominant perspectives on the dropout phenomenon have attributed the cause of the 
problem to the “mindset” of dropouts who do not value the importance of education. 
This “mindset” is often times stereotypically associated with the Malay culture that is 
perceived as backward and incognizant of the importance of education. This 
perspective isolates the thinking of the dropouts from the social conditions which 
mould them and presumes their ignorance to be an ethnic deposit. As stated in 
Chapter 2, most of the elite respondents believe that Malay students, due to their lax 
attitude, are predisposed to having higher value consumption for leisure than for 
school. This perspective blocks out the possibility that their economic location in the 
larger social totality has significantly influenced the way they think and respond to 
schooling. In fact, their socio-economic condition impacts upon their aspirations and 
reference points in their decision-making process. The following responses reveal that 
the school dropouts refer to their own family and friends, who often times belong to 
the same socio-economic category as them, as their role models, thus confining their 
aspirations to that of their social group.  
 
DS6 (aged 15, secondary 2 dropout): Maybe I'll become a bellboy like my 
brother. Or waiter. I recently applied for a waiter position at the Marina Bay  
Sands with some friends who are jobless and dropouts too. They are the ones 
who suggested and I just tag along. But I still have not gotten any reply from 
them. My friends also have not gotten any reply. 
 
DS2 (aged 17, primary 6 dropout): After dropping out of school I can still work. I 
work before as a cashier at MacDonalds and Pizza Hut. My brother is also a 
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dropout. But he also manage to get a job now. He's working at Boy's Home,  
become one of the staff there. Last time he went there for some problems. But 
now he has improved so they make him become one of the staff. 
 
DS11 (aged 17, secondary 3 dropout): I think study or not my prospects are the 
same. I'll either be a make-up artist or hairdresser. My mom work part-time at a 
saloon so I'm interested in hairdressing. Ain Society used to have a workshop on 
make-up and hairdressing and I really like it. I think it's a career I want to pursue. 
 
DS4 (aged 15, secondary 3 dropout): Usually when I have problems I will talk to 
my friends. I did complain to them about the problems I have in school. With the 
discipline master who always find fault with me. And also some teachers who 
just can't see you happy. My friends advise me to drop out. If I drop out I won't 
be tied down by these people who I won't even be in contact with if not for 
school. And I have freedom to do what I feel is best for myself. My friends have 
dropped out and I see that they are happier. As in no more school problems. And 
they can work already and earn their own money. And we are free to have any 
hairstyle we want and not be scolded by stupid discipline masters. 
 
DS10 (aged 17, primary 5 dropout): Currently my whole family is working as 
cleaners at a condominium. My dad is the cleaner supervisor at Towers A and B 
and my mom at Towers C and D. My siblings and I are part-timers. We work 
because we want to earn our own money and not burden our parents. Maybe 
when my parents get older and unable to work, my siblings and I can take over. 
We will then become the c leaning supervisors and we can pass this on to our 
future generations. It's like a family business. (laughs) 
 
 
A significant number of the dropout respondents have parents, siblings and friends 
with very low education and holding low-skilled jobs. With their parents, siblings and 
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friends making up their social circle, these dropouts refer to those individuals as their 
reference point. As can be seen from the quotes, their aspirations are heavily 
influenced by the occupations held by their family members. The last quote 
specifically shows how the existing jobs of family members appear as predictable 
course of the dropout's own future. Their decision to drop out from school is also 
motivated by peers or siblings who have similarly experienced educational failure. 
The poor educational experiences of people within their social circle have to some 
extent impacted upon their view of schooling.  
 
Education does not feature as a significant factor in the lives of people around them. 
This has crucially impacted the way they perceive education and the value they place 
on it. Their social environment suggests to them that education is simply a passing 
phase with no visible benefits to reap, if at all. Their social circle is inhibited from 
transmitting the beneficial products of education that could have othe rwise suggested 
its importance. Repeated educational failures within their family and amongst their 
peers have adversely affected their attitude and faith in education, therefore partly 
explaining their lack of commitment towards school. In addition, the financially 
disadvantaged state of their family has an overarching impact on them such that the 
pragmatic pursuit of immediate income through work, in lieu of education, to alleviate 







4.2.2. Inadequate Social and Cultural Capital - Poor Support System and No 
Educational Alternatives 
 
Besides affecting their attitude towards education, the less socially privileged position 
closely associated with school dropout has a significant bearing on their decision to 
quit schooling prematurely. Studies have shown that not only do students from a 
lower socio-economic status exhibit a dislike or negative attitude towards school, 
students from higher socio-economic status similarly display such behaviours (see for 
example Elliott et al., 1966). However, the latter are less likely, compared to the 
former, to end up as school dropouts (McWhirter et al., 2007).  
 
The quality of support system and availability of alternatives are significant factors 
accounting for the different outcomes. Students from a privileged socio-economic 
position possess sufficient and appropriate social and cultural capital that facilitates 
schooling. Their parents are also capable of exploring educational alternatives such as 
school transfer should their children have many problems in school. On the other 
hand, students from underprivileged socio-economic position grossly lack necessary 
social and cultural capital strong enough to deter them from dropping out of school or 
to avail themselves to alternative quality education. As previously illustrated, the only 
viable alternative to mitigating school- related problems is quitting and taking up a job 
to support the family. The variety of responses obtained from interviews with 
respondents demonstrates the effect of how their parents respond to their problems in 




DS3 (aged 17, primary 6 dropout): Whenever I skip school I would either meet 
my friends (who are also dropouts) at the void deck and chill or just stay at home. 
If my mom is at work, she won't know but if it's her off day she will know that I 
skip school. She doesn't scold. At most she will just ask why I'm not going 
school... I think because my mom wants us to be independent. Make decisions 
for ourselves. She's working and hardly at home. She always say that she doesn't 
want us to depend on her too much.  
 
DS1 (aged 15, secondary 2 dropout): The school suspended me because I was 
caught smoking in the toilet and also because of rioting. After being suspended I 
just stay at home and don't intend to continue school. I just told my mother that 
the school has told me that I cannot come anymore. Then there's nothing we can 
do about that. But at that time after I was suspended I did spend about s ix months 
working at MacDonalds. It was a good experience. I learn how it's like to earn 
your own money and made a lot of friends too. So my mother just tell me to 
make the best out of the situation... if I can earn money and ease her burden 
rather than do nonsense in school then it's better. 
 
DS17 (aged 18, primary 4 dropout): I told my parents I cannot study or go to 
school anymore. I just can't face the teachers and students anymore. They are 
always creating problems and disturbing me. Also I'm no longer interested in 
studies. Lessons to me are very dull. My parents say to me that whatever 
decisions I make I must remember that there are consequences to bear. And since 
I made the decision to drop out, I must bear the consequence myself. 
 
DS8 (aged 16, primary 6 dropout): My parents never really ask much about 
school. I mean they are responsible parents. They will give us pocket money and 
all. But in terms of asking about school or studies, not really... I mean studies is 
my responsibility while work is theirs. I didn't ask them about their work because 
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I don't know much, so they too don't need to ask me about my school. They also 
can't do anything even if they ask. Not as if they can help me with schoolwork 
and solve my school problems. So masing-masing buat hal sendiri (to each his 
own) , but eventually we are family. 
 
DS15 (aged 16, secondary 2 dropout): To be honest, I lost focus in my studies 
because of two things: friends and family. My friends in school can't be trusted. 
They like to back-stab me and tell tales about me to the teacher. I don't know for 
what. And my family, to be honest, I come from a family which can't give love.  
We rarely meet. My father is working hard. My siblings and I are not close. 
Every time we meet it will end up in arguments... When my teacher called my 
father to inform that I was creating trouble in school, he will just scold and hit 
me. He doesn't know how to ask and investigate the truth... I know he's stressed 
thinking about work and money but if this is how you treat your daughter then 
don't blame me if I don't become a good daughter. 
 
 
It can be deduced from these quotes that the quality of support system has a critical 
bearing on the ultimate decision to drop out of school. Parents form the core of this 
support system. In the case of the dropouts, their parents were unable to provide them 
with the necessary educational options, social and emotional support which could 
have deterred them from dropping out of school23. In addition, they allow their young 
children to make their own decisions pertaining to schooling. The data concur with 
studies which reveal that dropouts tend to come from families in which parents are 
unable or do not make decisions in relation to education and whereby children are 
allowed to make their own without even consulting their parents (see for example 
Rumberger et al., 1990). It also corroborates findings from studies which reveal that 
                                                 
23
  These findings can be juxtaposed with that of Mastura Manap‟s study (2010) which found that families‟ 
poverty limits the educational resources available and thereby dampens their children‟s school performance. 
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dropouts are likely to have parents who appear disinterested and unconcerned with 
their children's education and parents who make seemingly wrong decisions (Ekstrom 
et al., 1986; Snepp, 1956).  
 
However, what is it that renders their support system weak? Why do their parents 
seem not to care or are unable to ensure that their children remain in school? Findings 
from interviews with some of the parents reveal that the choices available to these 
parents are greatly affected by their low position in an imbalanced social structure. As 
discussed in Chapter 2, dominant perspectives portray these parents as being passive 
and nonchalant towards their children's education. They are also described as unable 
to make good decisions for their children. Their actions are usually characterized as 
short-sighted. Ascribing these portrayals as the causes of the dropout problem is what 
this thesis seeks to challenge. Data gathered from the interviews unveil that these 
parents seem to exhibit such behaviors due to the restrained options available to them 
when it comes to matters pertaining to their children's education.  
 
4.2.3. Precarious Employment – Matters of Survival as an Overriding Concern 
 
A common portrayal of parents of dropouts that is often attributed as the cause of the 
dropout problem is one who is disinterested and nonchalant towards their children's 
education. These parents are depicted as unconcerned and apathetic when it comes to 
their children's schooling. Social service practitioners and school teachers interviewed 
in this research have quoted instances where parents are ignorant and uncaring 
towards their children's educational experience. This includes parent's failure to attend 
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any parent-teacher meeting as well as their failure to guide their children in their 
homework and ensuring they do not play truant.  
 
As much as this research does not deny the existence or truth of such portrayals, the 
findings strongly indicate that these portrayals are rooted in more fundamental 
structural problematic. All five parents interviewed comprise of the 'working poor' 24, a 
concept that is utilized to refer to the historical emergence of a specific type of 
relative poverty in an urban setting. One of the pioneers of the study of in-work 
poverty, Engels, argued that the institutionalization of the working class as an integral 
and permanent feature of modern society and their worsening standard o f living were 
the direct consequences of industrialization (1950: 12). Meyers and Lee (2003) 
established that for the working poor, their poverty is not a result of low work effort. 
Rather it is associated with their low earnings versus a high level of family needs as 
working poor families are primarily big-sized (ibid). As opposed to middle and high 
income families, working poor families are more vulnerable to substantial stressors 
which include lower educational accomplishment (Dyk, 2004; Coltrane et al.,  2004). 
Their employment vulnerability is exacerbated by the advent of technology and a new 
labour market regime of global capitalism whereby jobs are being replaced by 
machines and technology. With a paramount purpose to reduce labour cost, their 
employment is constantly threatened by the presence of alternative cheap labour 
provided by foreign workers (Aronowitz, 2004). Casual and contingent work feature 
as a main component of modern economy and a nucleus for working poor families.  
 
                                                 
24
 The concept of the 'working poor' has been used in relation to Singapore Malays by Mastura Manap in her 
M.A. Thesis (2010), “The Interplay of Culture and Structure in Intergenerational Underdevelopment – The 
Case of Working Poor Malays in Singapore”.  
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Findings from the interviews reveal that most, if not all of the parents interviewed are 
constantly struggling to secure and sustain their jobs. Their vulnerable employment, 
the most important characteristic of the working poor, has robbed them of much 
needed economic stability. Their low skills and education, coupled with the 
precarious nature of employment today, has rendered them dispensable workers 
highly susceptible to retrenchment and unemployment especially in times of crisis. 
Those with full-time employment have to bear the imbalance between low income 
and high family needs while others who hold temporary, part-time and contract based 
jobs are in constant threat and precariousness. Having such practical concerns that are 
of overriding importance in matters of survival, these parents are too burdened to be 
able to execute an impactful role in their children's education. The few quotes below 
signify how the responses of these parents towards their children's education are 
greatly affected by the problems they face in coping with their respective jobs and 
their limited confidence in communicating with the school teachers due to their lack 
of fluency in English. 
 
PR3 (father of four children, full-time technician, aged 43): If he doesn't go to 
school, he will face the consequences of his action. As a father, I carry out my 
responsibility in providing for the family financially. It's his life. He has the right 
to decide how he wants it to be. I don't think I should guide him by the nose. 
That's not good because he will be dependent on me and I don't want him to rely 
on me... Providing for the family is already a heavy responsibility for me. It's 
very taxing. When I get home I really want to rest and I know that if I get too 
involved or be scolding them over their school matters which I myself do not 
know much about I will be more stressed. I don't want my stress to affect my 
work. I don't want to be retrenched just because of my stress. It's really very 
stressful, the idea that you work really hard day and night with overtime but 
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you're still trying to make ends meet at best. To tell you the truth, I have never in 
my life felt like I'm in a safe position (concerning money). No matter how hard I 
work, I know I will need to work as hard or harder every time so my family of six 
can survive.  
 
PR4 (single mother of four children, customer service officer on contract basis, 
aged 39): I'm a single parent. It's not to say that my children's studies are not 
important but it is not my top priority as of now. My job is temporary. We are not 
offered any permanent positions so it's like we are in constant probation. A single 
mistake and the chances of being offered a contract renewal is greatly reduced. 
It's like I have to constantly be on the ball. Once my focus is diverted and I botch 
up any jobs, then my kids will face dire consequences. 
 
PR2 (single mother of five children, part-time cleaner, aged 44): If my child 
drops out and gets a job and able to help, alhamdulillah (praise to Allah). It's 
better than having her go to school, not learn much and mix with bad company 
and ruin her future. I'd rather she herself choose to drop out of school to help the 
family. When the younger siblings are bigger and can fend for themselves, she 
can always get back to her studies if she is keen. So it's really her choice. If she 
wants to stay in school then she has to make sure that she will get something out 
of it. A certif icate, a good job. If not then she might as well make herself useful 
and contribute to this family. She knows that I am struggling to make sure this 
family eats and have a roof above their head. My income is either not enough or 
just barely meeting our needs. But what to do. There are six mouths to feed in 
this house. 
 
PR5 (single mother of three children, temporary kitchen helper, aged 45): I  don't 
attend the parent-child meetings that the school have. Sometimes my child did 
not inform me. Sometimes it's because I have work and am not free... Usually if  
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there's anything I would like to know about her schooling I will ask her directly. I 
don't think much will be gained from the parent-child meeting. I'm not fluent in 
English at all and I think her teachers are mostly Chinese. It will be difficult to 
communicate and I fathom that I would not even understand the issues that the 
teacher might raise. I did not finish school and I don't know much about her 
studies. So I figured it would be not much of a point for the teacher to talk about 
her academic problems to me. It's better that the school and teachers who are 
professionals and qualif ied handle her academic woes. The most I can do is 
getting my niece to help her in her studies. 
 
 
These quotes illustrate how economic, social and cultural capital such as the parent's 
level of education, the precarious nature of their employment as well as the family's 
financial status have not merely restrained their involvement in their children's 
schooling, but also shaped their attitude and responses towards their children's 
education25. Practical matters pertaining to basic family survival become an 
overriding concern for these underprivileged parents. The asymmetry between their 
low income, hard work and high family needs have affected their attitude towards 
their children's schooling. Given their disadvantaged socio-economic position, their 
decision to let their children quit school if they are no longer interested appears 
pragmatic especially when the dropout child is able to take up a job to ease the 
family's financial burden. Furthermore, inhibited by their inferior level of education, 
these parents believe that they are incapable of providing relevant assistance to their 
children and are poorly equipped to attend matters pertaining to their children's 
schooling. They believe that matters of schooling should be left in the hands of 
                                                 
25
  Mastura Manap (2010) similarly found that there is a mis match between school expectations and parental 
knowledge. Parents face challenges in trying to assist their children in school work  because they do not 
know how and they also do not have the resources to send their children for tuit ion. 
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teachers who are professionally qualified to do so. The findings reveal that their 
socio-economic status including their level of education determines their response to 
their children's education and impact upon the choices available to them in 
confronting their children's problems with schooling. Their choice of what to 
prioritize and what to omit are repercussions of the underprivileged position they 
occupy in society. 
 
4.2.4. Disenchantment with Education – “Short-Sighted Decisions” as Coping 
Strategies 
 
As mentioned earlier, the dominant perspective tends to amplify the wrong and 
unwise decisions made by parents in relation to their children's education. Their 
decisions are commonly termed as short-sighted and this has been dominantly 
ascribed as a cause of the dropout problem. However, are these “short-sighted 
decisions” really a result of a “mindset” problem and a product of negative cultural 
traits often associated with the Malays in dominant discourse?  
 
Findings from the interviews show that these parents appear to be disenchanted with 
the education system. Similar to their children who are surrounded by family 
members with little or no education, these parents too share a similar history of 
educational failures throughout consecutive generations. Their own grandparents and 
parents had hardly any education, they themselves have little or no education and their 
children are lowly-educated or end up as school dropouts. These repeated failures 
have caused them to lose faith in the possibility of their children “making it” within 
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the education system. To cope with this, they devise their own responses and 
strategies in trying to alter the trajectory of their children's lives.  
 
PR1 (father of five children, temporary security guard, aged 51): I myself am 
lowly-educated, did not even complete primary level education. My wife too. We 
have tasted educational failure in a way. We know what it leads to. Look at me 
now. I'm struggling to secure my job. His brothers and sisters have all been 
dropouts. The girls got married but the guys are quite dependent on me because 
they didn't get a steady job. Their work is on and off. So I decide to take him out 
of school and send him to Pesantren (an Islamic boarding school in Indones ia). 
Some of my friends did suggest to me and I thought hard about it. It might make 
sense. His future might be better studying at the Pesantren. If in Singapore 
schools I know he won't go far in his studies. He'll most likely end up dropouts 
like his siblings. At Pesantren at least he's given a chance to study something 
else. Belajar ukhrawi, lebih afdhal (Learning about religion is better). Maybe 
he'll understand better. And he can be a religious teacher once he's finished 
school. At least it's a stable and highly respectable job. And also at that time I  
was trying to get a job at Indonesia with my friend. So it's like killing two birds 
with one stone. 
 
PR2 (single mother of five children, part-time cleaner, aged 44): When my child 
tells me she no longer wants to school, it's like history repeating itself. I used to 
tell that to my own parents... I try to understand my kids. Education now must be 
much tougher. I can't cope with it then and my parents did not force me to 
continue something I don't like anymore. I think it's important to like what you 
do. If she does not like studies anymore, no point in continuing. If she continues 
she will fail and will feel worse. And she would have wasted a few years of her 
life which could have otherwise been spent working and gaining some 
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experience. For myself even though I dropped out of school, I compensated it by 
working, even if it was cleaning plates at food centres, to ease my parent's 
burden. At least I didn't waste my time in school doing something that will bear  
no fruits. That's why I don't force my kids to do things against their w ishes. All I  
can say is ada hikmah di sebaliknya (every cloud has its silver lining). 
 
PR5 (single mother of three children, temporary kitchen helper, aged 45): I don't 
try to act like I  know a lot and scold my kids for not performing in school 
because fact is, I myself did not f inish school. It's quite stressful for me when it 
comes to my kid's education. Last time when we were studying it's just our own 
thing. Our parents are not involved. But now their schools is such that I also have 
to be involved. When my kids ask me about their school work it really stresses 
me because I myself don't know. It's difficult. That's why I got her a tutor. The 
tutor's my niece. She's like the most highly educated among us. She's an ITE 
graduate. I think she's the only one who finish school with a qualification. So I 
got her to tutor my kids. But I think she also complain that studies now are 
different from her time.  
 
 
Disenchanted with the education system as a consequent of repeated educational 
failures throughout family generations, these parents end up placing low emphasis on 
education, hence the absence of insistence that their children stay in school or seek an 
alternative such as sending their children to a religious school as a way out. This 
attitude however feeds into the dominant perspective as it is interpreted by outsiders 
as nonchalance towards their children's schooling. The dominant perspective sees this 
attitude as the cause of the dropout problem, without considering the possible 
restraints, incepted by their socio-economic positions, on the choices available to 
them. As illustrated by the quotes, these parents are not mere passive receptacles 
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without direction of what is best for their children. Instead, they do reflect on their 
children‟s lives even though their options are limited. 
 
One of the respondents as stated decided to enroll his son into an Islamic boarding 
school in Indonesia in the hope that this would be his path to success. Another 
respondent hired a tutor to assist in her children's studies as her low education inhibits 
her from rendering effective help in her children's education. However, her limited 
social circle has resulted in her hiring the ITE graduate niece as the best tutor for her 
children. Due to a history of poor academic performance within the extended families 
as well as inadequate finances, this was the best help that she could attain for her 
child.  
 
Both cases are clear examples of how these parents, far from being the nonchalant and 
effortless parents as depicted by the dominant perspective, express concern about their 
children's future. Yet, they are discredited by outsiders such as the social service 
practitioners as short-sighted and disregard the significance of schooling. To the 
parents themselves however, they understand their decisions to be strategically logical 
and relevant. Unfortunately, the choices available to them are conditioned and 
restrained by their level of abstraction of the problem. It affects the type and quality of 
alternatives they resort to as a way out. Their limited social and cultural capital has 
adversely affected the actions they could take to assist their children. The unfavorable 
impact of their socio-economic position on their efforts in altering their children's 




The dominant perspective however fails to appreciate this process comprehensively. 
Instead, it only harps on the undesirable outcome of the parent's decisions. As a result, 
dominant perspectives only portray their incapability and define it as a product of 
their short-sighted vision and problematic “mindset”, viewing this as a cause of the 
dropout problem. The perspective fails to see that the decisions and actions of these 
parents are greatly affected by the options available to them. Due to their inferior 
position within the unequal and imbalanced socio-economic structure, they are not 
equipped with the luxury of choice and capacity and have only few alternatives 
available. What this indicates is a disparity between parental cultural capital and 
school expectations, rather than that of disinterest or attitudinal defect towards 
schooling. 
 
4.2.5. Negative Schooling Experiences as Aggravating the Problem and Inducing 
Eventual Drop Out 
 
As much as factors pertaining to the family's socio-economic status have been shown 
to greatly affect the decision to drop out of school, problems relating to schooling 
specifically student-teacher relationships have been heavily cited by the dropouts 
interviewed as “the final straw” which induce the eventual act of dropping out. 
Coupled with the absence of motivation to complete school amongst their social 
circle, difficulties experienced in school reinforced their negative perception of school 
and education. The group of dropouts interviewed tends to be the target of negative 
attention by teachers and discipline masters whom they claim to be “constantly trying 
to find fault with them”. Teachers have been quoted as being “racist” and “biased” 
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towards those students who are generally from the lower academic streams. Their 
inability to get along with the teachers acts as a further disincentive to schooling.  
 
DS3 (aged 17, primary 6 dropout): My form teacher is always trying to put me 
down and finding fault with me. I admit there are times when I was doing some 
things like smoking in the toilet and vandalizing. But there are many times that I 
was really not doing anything that is against the school rules. Sometimes when I 
get into a quarrel with another student, she will immediately punish me without 
even investigating. Of course I cannot accept this. That was why I pushed her 
and then got suspended from school. 
 
DS7 (aged 15, secondary 2 dropout): My discipline master constantly has his 
eyes on me. It's every little thing like my hair and the way I wear my uniform 
that can cause me to have to go for detention. It's really frustrating. Sometimes 
you already make plans to meet friends or to work part-time after school, then 
some crazy discipline master try to find fault with you all because you are 
labeled as the bad student, and you end up forgoing your plans to attend some 
useless detention. That really makes my blood boil and make me hate school 
more. 
 
DS11 (aged 17, secondary 3 dropout): My Maths teacher is extremely racist. 
During lesson, he always ignores questions from the Malay students because he 
say that Malay students are stupid in Maths as the questions we ask are always 
stupid questions. He is so biased that if Chinese students do not do well or do 
things that disrupt the lesson he would not scold them. But if a Malay student 
talks or sleeps in class he will start hurling racist remarks like 'the lazy kampong 
boy' and make a big fuss out of it. I think my teacher has low IQ that is why he is 




Despite the dominant factors pertaining to socio-economic status being strongly 
linked to the dropout problem, the act of dropping out in itself is usually triggered by 
immediate causes pertaining to school experiences. Poor student-teacher relationships 
result in bad schooling experiences that seem to further exacerbate the problems 
students face with schooling. Teachers' dealings and poor relationship with these 
students are often the final straw that precipitates dropping out of school.  
 
4.3. Marginalizing Socio-Economic Status as an Important Contributing Factor 
to the Dropout Problem  
 
The findings from interviews conducted with the school dropouts and their parents as 
discussed in this chapter have highlighted several salient issues with regards to the 
impact of socio-economic status on people's choices and how it conditions their 
responses to problems. In the case of the school dropouts themselves, the influence 
exerted by their social circle on their attitude towards schooling is evident. The 
experiences of their family and peers as well as the quality of support provided by 
them have a significant bearing on the dropout's decision to quit school. Parents on 
the other hand are unable to be active participants in their children's education as they 
themselves feel inhibited by their own lack of academic credentials. Seeing how their 
own parents, their own selves and their children became casualties of the rigorous 
education system, these parents have little confidence in their children making it in 
the education system and strongly believe that their children should not be wasting 
their time in school if they are academically non-productive. They could compensate 
for it and put themselves to better use by helping the family out financially. Hence, 
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they do not insist that their children finish school. They are also very much 
preoccupied with pertinent matters of survival, exacerbated by the precarious nature 
of their employment. Their perceived incapability is largely due to pressing concerns 
relating to their jobs and livelihood that is a manifestation of their socio-economic 
position.  
 
The interviews reveal that the less socially privileged background of the respondents 
and their lower socio-economic status is a highly relevant and important structural 
factor impacting upon the dropout phenomenon. It is a major underlying factor that 
contributes to and reinforces the dropout phenomenon. Despite its urgent salience in 
relation to the dropout problem, this factor is downplayed or marginalized in 
dominant discourse. Dominant perspectives that ascribe the symptoms of the dropout 
problem as its causes have served to reinforce the marginalization of socio-economic 
status as a critical contributing factor. Since the dominant perspective defines these 
symptoms as the causes of the dropout problem, the relevance and pertinence of 
socio-economic status and structure in this matter is obscured. Instead, the focus is on 
individual incapability and attitude framed largely in cultural terms. By conceptually 
separating cultural practices and beliefs from the wider socio-economic structure, an 
objective analysis of the problem is impeded as the actions of the dropouts and their 









REPERCUSSIONS OF DOMINANT PERSPECTIVES ON  
POLICIES AND PROGRAMMES – DOMINANT PRESUMPTIONS  
AS THE DRIVING FORCE OF PRESCRIPTIONS 
 
This chapter aims to examine the impact of dominant perceptions on the phenomenon 
of school dropout on programmes and policies formulated at the national and 
community level to deal with it. It seeks to examine the types of measures devised and 
the extent to which they are conditioned by dominant perceptions on the phenomenon 
and their implications. More importantly, the overriding aim of this chapter is to 
assess the extent to which the programmes and policies that have been introduced to 
alleviate the phenomenon have effectively tackled some of the factors which as this 
study reveals, are closely identified with it.  
 
Although programmes and policies at the national level are not targeted at Malay 
school dropouts per se, they are nevertheless highly relevant to this thesis. This 
chapter reveals that to a large extent all the programmes and policies, be it at the 
national or community level, are strongly influenced by a common dominant 
presumption, one that views the problem as stemming from academic incapacity, 
family and personal attitudinal defect and lack of positive family support. Though it is 
not refuted that some of these measures serve as stop gap measures and prolong 
schooling for those who would otherwise drop out, our contention is that being shaped 
by dominant perceptions, they may not effectively and comprehensively address the 




The previous chapters have established that the dropout problem has not been given 
much independent attention apart from the focus on educational malaise of the Malay 
community more generally. This strongly suggests that the perception of the dropout 
problem and that of educational underachievement or lag within the co mmunity do 
not differ markedly. Essentially, dominant discourse on the dropout problem where it 
exists specifically or where it can be inferred from opinions on the educational lag of 
the Malays generally, reveal the strong inclination to ascribe the symptoms as the 
causes of the problem. Thus, to a large extent the problem is reduced to personal 
incapability and lack of parental support. Both dropouts and their parents are 
portrayed as lacking the proper "mindset" and values conducive for academic success. 
This is reinforced in the Prime Minister‟s statement during a forum with the Malay 
community elites to the effect that “dysfunctional” families should be encouraged to 
change their lifestyles and attitudes so as to break the vicious cycle of low educational 
and occupational attainment.26 This view is echoed by elites within the Malay 
community who lament that dropping out is a product of ignorance towards the 
importance of education. Chapter 2 has established how this perspective pervades the 
thinking of other key political leaders, community leaders as well as social service 
practitioners. 
 
"Dysfunctional families" are dominantly perceived to be the cause of the dropout 
problem. Although not specifically defined, the term is consistently reiterated in 
discourse relating to the educational problems and/or dropout phenomenon within the 
Malay/Muslim community in Singapore. It conjures the notion of families that are 
financially weak, poorly attached to the labour force and prone to marital instability 
                                                 
26
 This is based on a speech given by the Prime Minister during the Community Leader's Forum 2011 at the 
University Cultural Centre at the National University of Singapore. 
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and single parenthood. These problems are compounded by the relatively larger 
number of children who are often poorly guided and susceptible to a host of other 
social adversities such as delinquency, premature school leaving, teenage pregnancy, 
early marriage and other problems inimical to the well-being of the family and the 
larger society.  
 
Anecdotes to the effect that the problem is cultural are also not uncommon. The fact 
that both national and community discourse constantly highlight that Malays are over-
represented amongst the dropouts and that their “mindset” predisposes them to it 
implies that the problem has to do with being Malay. Such nuances reveal culturalist 
presumptions of the dropout problem in as much as they are conditioned by it. 
Dropping out of school is seen as strongly conditioned by academic disinclination, 
behavioral shortcomings and incapable parenting – factors which this thesis have 
argued are symptoms of a more fundamental problem affecting the phenomenon.  
Chapter 2 has established how dominant perception of the problem tends to be 
reductive and over-generalized when analyzed against research findings in existing 
scholarship. Although these studies recognize that school dropouts do exhibit such 
negative characteristics, they caution against ascribing personal characteristics or 
limitations of dropouts or their families as causing the problem.    
 
The salience of important intervening variables impacting upon the phenomenon is 
well established. They consistently reflect the understanding that the dropout 
phenomenon is not isolated from wider and broader socio-economic conditions of 
those involved including their families. Although many of these findings examine 
specific factors such as the type of schooling, student-teacher relationship, personal 
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attitude towards schooling, school curriculum, modes of learning and parent's role in 
and impact on their children‟s education, these are  not generally attributed as the 
causes of the phenomenon although their relevance are not dismissed. 
 
Hence in many of these studies, emphasis is given to the need to address the problem 
in a more encompassing manner. Intervening strategies which are strongly 
encouraged extend beyond focusing on creating awareness of individual responsibility 
and changing personal attitudes to include overall socio-economic development of the 
family and community. Dropout programmes strongly recommend more socially 
comprehensive and integrated reform efforts. Such strategies are evidently 
conditioned by the perspective that the dropout problem is not simply an individual 
one but is strongly intertwined with the problems of structural imbalances of the 
society concerned. While provision of social services for the underprivileged is a 
major concern and undertaking of the government, the extent to which such services 
are effectively integrated with the dropout problem requires serious investigation.  
 
One such programme in this direction in the West is the “Schools for the 21st 
century”, initiated by Edward Zigler, Sterling Professor of Psychology and director of 
the Bush Center in Child Development and Social Policy at Yale University. Given 
the understanding for more comprehensive socio-economic reforms to deal with the 
problem, the programme seeks to ensure that schools function as community centers, 
linked to a host of family-support services to help children overcome social, 
psychological and health problems. Strategies adopted include home vis itations, 
assistance for parents with infants, day care for children and adult literacy classes. 
Such a programme is underscored by the strong acknowledgment that the problem is a 
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more fundamental one, rooted in the less privileged socio-economic status of groups 
predisposed to drop out  
 
Following a perspective that problematizes schools and its ability to accommodate 
and respond to the needs of poor children who are most at risk of dropping out, 
remedies formulated are more responsive towards the plight o f poor families, 
incorporating social services into school programmes. Recognizing that traditional 
sources of support for children – family, neighbourhood, schools, and social 
organizations are fragmented, these programmes attempt to work towards ensuring 
that schools serve as a center of advocacy for children (Reed and Sautter, 1993).  
 
Within schools itself, revisions to pedagogy have been considered in response to the 
different needs and background of students. Educationists such as Deborah Meier, 
Theodore Sizer, Nancy Faust Sizer and Angela Engel have devised schools that 
operate on a pedagogy, learning and assessment mode that significantly depart from 
the mainstream standardized one. Widely referred to as essential schools, these 
schools try to address the problem of academic underachievement and dropping out in 
a more holistic and comprehensive manner. Understanding academic and school 
performance to be closely tied to the socio-economic status of students, their 
intervention strategy involves the formulation of programmes that are responsive 
towards the disadvantaged position of families from the lower socio-economic status.  
 
Populated mainly by students from underprivileged homes and neighbourhoods, the 
schools aim to provide a strong curriculum that can help improve the student's 
opportunity at learning. Innovative pedagogy that integrates learning with meaningful 
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real life experiences is the driving force of education in essential schools. Modes of 
assessments are also tailored to accommodate the diversity of students' learning 
modes without compromising its academic content. In addition, there is a close 
partnership with parents to better equip them with the necessary support to be 
meaningfully involved in their children's education.  
 
Such works caution against dominant presumptions found within the local context. 
They drive home the point that the problem is not simply an academic or attitudinal 
one but take on more complex dimension rooted in the socio-economic status of the 
groups concerned. Based on this perspective, remedies formulated offer a more 
comprehensive approach to the problem which relate dropping out of school to a 
broader and more consistent goal of social reform. 
 
The thrust of remedies formulated within the local context both at the national and 
community level to some extent reveal discordance both in terms of perspectives and 
prescriptions. Though national programmes do not specifically target the dropout 
problem but are intended to address the problems of educational lag generally, they 
indirectly impact on arresting the dropout problem. These remedies in the forms of 
programmes and policies to deal with the local dropout problem reflect dominant 
underlying presumptions about the phenomenon here. They are usually implemented 
across the board and bear impact on fundamental aspects of schooling and education.  
 
However, a national-driven approach to dropout intervention is absent from remedies 
that are specifically devised to deal with Malay school dropouts. The national policy 
of ethnic-based self-help groups, as explained in Chapter 3, has resulted in the 
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dropout problem among the Malays being reduced to one that is managed at the 
community level by community elites. Since the rationale behind ethnic-based self-
help groups assumes that a problem is best handled by one's own community, the 
community is then left to alleviate what has been defined as its own problem. This, as 
the thesis will demonstrate later, bears a strong impact on the type of remedies 
selected to address the problem and the potential for access to social capital that can 
be harnessed to alleviate it. The community, given certain structural issues and lack of 
resources has undertaken to address the phenomenon in ways that differ, though its 
programmes too reflect and underscore the dominance of the prevalent presumptions. 
Its repercussions will be established in the later discussion on community- level 
programmes.    
 
5.1. National-Level Policies 
 
As argued in Chapter 2, the problem of school dropout has never been trea ted as a 
problem that warrants independent and rigorous investigation. It is always situated as 
part of other academic related problems primarily academic underachievement. In 
addition to not being accorded serious investigation, understanding of the dropo ut 
problem is always clouded by presumptions. Policies devised are not directly targeted 
at addressing the dropout problem or its occurrence within the Malay community 
specifically although it has had the effect of reducing the overall dropout rate 
significantly.   
 
Such revisions only seek to plug the system by attempting to create alternatives for 
those perceived to be less academically inclined. Given their command of resources, 
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the government has devised a series of national measures that has led to the creation 
of alternatives to plug the risk of premature school leaving and ensure that the dropout 
rates decline. Changes at the national level usually occur across the board, 
significantly impacting aspects of curriculum and pedagogy. However, a major aspect 
of national- level remedies reflect the overriding presumption that the problem stems 
from academic disinclination exhibited by dropouts which, as has been argued is a 
symptom of the problem. These efforts fall short of more comprehensive reforms at 
addressing social disadvantages closely associated with the phenomenon..  
 
5.1.1. Subject-Based Banding 
 
Introduced in 2008, the subject-based banding is a policy initiated by the Ministry of 
Education at the primary level, to further enhance revisions made to  the Primary 4 
streaming exercise27. In 2004, the Primary 4 streaming exercise was revamped by 
removing the distinction between the EM1 and EM2 streams. This allows schools the 
flexibility to assess their students' academic abilities and decide on their suitability to 
take up mother tongue at a higher level or other subjects at the foundation level28. In 
2008, the Ministry of Education decided to implement further refinements to what is 
termed the “ability-driven education” in schools. Primary schools introduced the 
                                                 
27
 The Primary 4 Streaming assesses student's academic capability through a set of examinations. Based on 
their grades, students will be channeled into different streams. The EM1 stream is for students who perform 
very well in the streaming exercise. These students usually take mother tongue at a higher level and all their 
subjects are at the standard level. The EM2 stream is for students who performed averagely well during the 
streaming exercise and they usually do not take Higher Mother Tongue. All their subjects are also at the 
standard level. The EM3 stream is usually for students who failed the streaming exercise. Students in the 
EM3 stream take lesser subjects, all at the foundation level. 
28
 Subjects offered at the foundation level differ from that thought at the standard level in terms of its content, 
pace and level of d ifficulty. Subjects taught at the foundation level have significantly lesser content and 
utilize basic instructions. The modes of assessments differ in terms of the  level of difficulty. The 
foundational programme is meant for students perceived to be less academically inclined and unable to cope 
with the subjects at the standard level. Once identified, they will be channeled to the foundational 
programme and will take lesser subjects all at the foundation level.  
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subject-based banding which allows students to take up subjects at levels that 
complement their capability. Therefore, instead of being channeled into a purely 
standard or purely foundation programme, they can now have a mix of standard and 
foundation subjects depending on their aptitude for each subject. This policy is 
implemented with the idea that students have a better opportunity to cope with their 
studies if the subjects have lesser content and rest on simple basic instructions.  
 
The thrust of the subject-based banding policy mirrors the very perspective which 
labels students who drop out of school or do not do well in school as being 
academically weaker. Such students are perceived as lacking the ability to cope with 
studies and subjects at the standard level. Although it was not specifically mentioned 
that the subject-based banding policy is aimed at curbing the dropout phenomenon, its 
effects on the dropout rates is too significant to ignore. Since its introduction in 2008, 
the national dropout rate has dropped a notable 4%.29 Prior to the policy, it took 
almost a decade to see a reduction of a similar percentage in the dropout rate. There 
were also segments within the community who noted the drastic change in the number 
of school dropouts since the implementation of the policy. According to a primary 
school teacher, 
 
“Since the subject-based banding was put to practice, our school dropout rate has 
reduced signif icantly. The same goes for national dropout rates as well. The 
policy has allowed students to learn subjects that they are weak in at a foundation 
level, which means the subjects are much easier and therefore they can cope 
better... There are still exams and tests, similar to the standard level. Like I 
                                                 
29
 The Straits Times, 14 February 2009.  
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mentioned the difference is the level of difficulty because we need to cater to 
students who are not very able academically.”  
 
The response of a social service practitioner about the sudden fall in dropouts from 
2009 strengthens the assumption: 
 
“Our programme enrollment used to be quite high (Max Out Programme). I think 
for the first two years we had over a hundred students. Then for those who come 
here (Ain Society) for the character development programme, we have like full 
house. It was really a lot. Then I think around 2009 our enrollment suddenly 
dropped signif icantly. As a result, now we have so few students. This year's 
cohort itself is less than 30. And those who turn up are less than 20.” (SSP2) 
 
Based on the numerical evidence, the subject-based banding policy seems to have a 
crucial effect of retaining students who would have otherwise dropped out of school 
under the pre-2008 streaming exercise. Upon closer inspection, the effect remains 
numerical rather than substantial. The subject-based banding policy signals the 
readiness to accept that children vary in achieving their “developmental maturation” 
(Mendaki Policy Digest, 2006). The variance however is understood to be a function 
of the students' personal capability. The probable impact of larger socio-economic 
factors impacting upon their ability to succeed in school does not generally surface. It 
merely responds to the perception that some students are unable to cope with subjects 
at a standard level, hence the need to reduce the level of difficulty and the number of 
subjects. Based on the presumption that 'these students will unfortunately have 
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considerable difficulties coping with some subjects at the standard level' 30, students 
are given the option to take subjects at the foundation level which rest on very basic 
instructions and are presumed to allow them an easier understanding of the subjects.  
 
In a way, such an approach has been adapted in other educational systems. However 
studies have found that it can bear adverse consequences on learning. A study by 
LeCompte and Dworkin (1991) has highlighted the dangers of lowering the level of 
instruction to the barest minimum. They argued that the practise may have the effect 
of depriving students of opportunities to master necessary skills. This is because 
lowering the level of instruction compromises the number of subjects and quality of 
content taught since its instructions are usually very basic. Consequently, subject 
content and instructions are usually fragmented and divided into sequences of 
discrete, isolated and decontextualized skills (LeCompte and Dworkin, 1991). The 
extent to which the subject-based banding system will improve learning capacity 
though has yet to be fully examined.  
 
The concern is that a similar outcome may arise for the subject-based banding policy 
as it shares fundamental similarities with the type of curriculum studied by LeCompte 
and Dworkin (1991). Furthermore, the policy of lowering the level of instruction to 
allow students a better understanding reflects a presumption about the student's lack 
of academic ability. The intervention is also still confined to the school context and 
does not take into account other contributing factors to the phenomenon. As 
established in Chapter 4, the dropout problem is more than just an academic one. 
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There is a host of socio-economic related factors affecting a student's propensity to 
drop out of school that remains unaddressed by the policy.  
 
The perspective that perceives dropping out as resulting from personal academic 
inability and disinclination is also manifested in the creation of certain educational 
institutions in Singapore. This includes the Institute of Technical Education (ITE) and 
particularly "alternative" schools such as Northlight School. Although not directly or 
entirely targeted at school dropouts, these institutions have housed those who would 
have otherwise been dropouts, academic underachievers and casualties of the 
schooling system in Singapore. The dominant population of ITE for instance are 
academic underachievers who did not do well in the 'N' and 'O' level examinations 
and who fail to gain admissions in junior colleges and polytechnics while those in 
Northlight are mostly school dropouts and students who have failed their PSLE at 
least once and unable to proceed to mainstream secondary school. The reason for 
retaining these “otherwise dropouts” in school reflects a preoccupation with 
minimizing the occurrence of social problems presumed to be caused by academic 
underachievers and school dropouts. In the words of Member of Parliament, Dr 
Vivian Balakrishnan during a speech at the Parliament House,  
 
“For instance, we know that a signif icant number of youths who dropped out of 
school prematurely will ultimately get into trouble, and they will end up in the 
criminal justice system within five years of leaving school. And once they end up 
in that system, there is a risk of recidivism. Although our recidivism rates may 
not be that high, but you can join the dots – school drop-outs, crime, entering a 
programme or a Home, then facing the possibility of re-offence.” (Dr Vivian 
Balakrishnan, Member of Parliament and Minister for the Ministry of 
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Community, Youth and Sports (MCYS), Speech at Parliament House, 8 March 
2011) 
 
The statement above clearly indicates an understanding of dropping out as the cause 
of a host of social problems. This thesis in no way refutes the statement. Literature 
cited in Chapter 1 has demonstrated the consequences of dropping out of school. 
What needs to be questioned however is the dominant understanding of the cause of 
the dropout problem. What is contested is the attribution of dropping out to personal 
factors divorced from a broader social context. Being defined in terms of personal 
incapability, remedies that have effect on arresting the dropout phenomenon seek to 
address academic limitations without taking into consideration the wider social issues 
that have a crucial impact on the problem. This, to some extent, is evident in the 
creation of technical education and alternative institutions which respond to the idea 
of academic incapability by offering job-skills based curriculum and industry 
attachments at a young age to cater to students who are perceived as non-
academically inclined. The extent to which those channeled into such “alternative 
schools” still fall between the cracks as a result of the larger socio-economic 
conditions bearing upon the problem, though relevant to this thesis, requires a 
longitudinal study which lies beyond the immediate scope of this thesis.  
 
5.1.2. The Institute of Technical Education (ITE) 
 
On 1st April 1992, the ITE was established with the mission of creating 'opportunities 
for school leavers and adult learners to acquire skills, knowledge and values for 
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lifelong learning in a global economy.' 31As mentioned earlier, the bulk of the ITE 
population comprises of academic underachievers who failed to gain admission to 
tertiary institutions namely junior colleges and polytechnics. Due to the former, the 
acronym ITE has been labeled as 'It‟s The End'32 and stereotyped as 'the dumping 
ground for underachieving students'33.  
 
Constant efforts have been in place to de-stigmatize ITE and revamp its negative 
image. As a national- level institution, a lot of resources have been spent on 
refurbishing the ITE through the construction of high-tech and impressive school 
buildings. Other changes include the adding of the term “college” to the ITE as well 
as the introduction of new courses to attract more students. It was noted that for the 
latest financial year of 2010, the Ministry of Education had spent more than $10,000 
on educating each ITE student (The Straits Times, 2 December 2010). In a more 
recent report, the government will pump $2 billion into ITE to ensure that it continues 
being a key pillar of the system (The Straits Times, 19 April 2011). With such huge 
resources streaming in, the ITE is of a position to attract students and offer substantial 
courses. 
 
The ITE basically provides job-related learning, in line with the perspective that its 
students are less suited to pure academic learning. The comment made by the 
Education Minister on ITE is a strong testament to the prevalence of the dominant 
idea of personal academic limitation.  
 
                                                 
31
 Law, 2005: 10. 
32
 Mendaki Po licy Digest, 2006: 15. 
33
 Mendaki Po licy Digest, 2007: 47.  
133 
 
“After ten years in school, you don't need to convince them that their strength do 
not lie in academic subjects. Which is why many of them blossom when they 
enter the ITE environment which provides real- life hands-on learning -  
ambulance simulators, circuit boards, hair-dressing salons, kitchens and 
restaurants – all authentic environments that they will see in their work place. For 
many of them, that's their first taste of success after many years of mediocre 
performance. They discover their marketable skills as electricians, hairdressers, 
nurses; etc. They begin to excel and develop a new found confidence, a spring to 
their steps.” (Ng Eng Hen, Online Reflections of an Education Minister, 2010) 
 
The slogans and tag lines attached to ITE reflect similar presumptions about its 
students. This is evident in an explanation provided by an ITE school teacher 
regarding a prominent ITE slogan “Thinking Hands Create Success”: 
 
“They are not the usual students who can study and be studious. They need 
hands-on approach. Students from junior colleges and polytechnics might be 
more intellectually oriented but our students are more of what we call hands-on 
which is why the slogan “thinking hands” was used. They want something to do, 
not read. They are very practical students who need to see for themselves the 
things that junior college students can just visualize from books.” (Teacher and 
Discipline Master in ITE) 
 
When asked to clarify the 'practical' and 'hands-on' approach mentioned, he explained: 
 
“Since they are not made for studying, we maximize the potential that they have 
which is more vocational. You would be surprised with some of the skills you 
see. The thing is that prior to entering ITE, most of these students do not know 
their strengths or talents. It is only when they join our courses do they realize that 
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they are actually good in something. So in that way I think the school has helped 
them to secure a job which features their strengths... If not for ITE I would 
probably think that these students would have wasted their lives out there, being 
jobless or even involved in crimes.” (Teacher and Discipline Master in ITE) 
 
Despite the skills-based curriculum that is presumed to be more suitable for less-
academically inclined students, the ITE is similarly facing a dropout problem. It was 
reported in 2010 that the dropout rate for ITE is 20 percent (The Straits Times, 13 
January 2010). Even community leader Yaacob Ibrahim himself, as cited in 
Karyawan, a magazine by the Association of Muslim Professionals (AMP) expressed 
concerns over the “worrying level” of ITE dropout rate.  
 
The occurrence of a dropout phenomenon at the ITE level marks a significant point in 
relation to perceptions on the dropout problem. It indicates that the dropout problem is 
more deeply rooted and not one of mere academic incapacity. Addressing the dropout 
problem requires a comprehensive framework that addresses factors beyond 
academics. Dominant presumptions cannot fully explain why students still drop out of 
school despite the change in the school curriculum.  
 
As mentioned earlier, ITE is not directly targeted at curbing the dropout phenomenon. 
However, the logic behind the creation of ITE has repercussions on subsequent efforts 
to deal with school dropouts. ITE's skill-based learning has served as a model for 
alternative institutions created for school dropouts who are similarly presumed to be 
non-academically inclined. These alternative institutions devise programmes and 
curriculum which resembles that of the skills-based courses available in ITE. The 
creation of “alternative schools” such as Northlight School and Assumption Pathway 
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represents “a second chance for the students to succeed”34, similar to the notion of 
second chance given to ITE students as earlier quoted by the Education Minister.  
 
5.1.3. “Alternative Institution” - Northlight School  
 
Established in January 2007 by the Ministry of Education (MOE), Northlight School 
is an “alternative school” 'for students with difficulties handling the mainstream 
curriculum'35 in Singapore. Its main student population comprises of students who 
have failed their Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE) and did not gain 
admission to secondary schools as well as school dropouts. With access to resources 
from the government, Northlight School has the necessary infrastructure to allow it to 
physically function like a mainstream school. It has its own school building complete 
with the vital facilities for their students' learning.36 Northlight School also has a large 
number of teachers in each of their departments. 37 
 
The curriculum in Northlight School differs from that found in mainstream education. 
For instance, students from Northlight School do not sit for national examinations and 
take significantly lesser subjects than their counterparts in mainstream schools. The 
interviews found that the Northlight school teachers' perception of their students is 
greatly conditioned by the dominant presumption. The teachers' sense of their 
students is that they have failed and are unable to cope with mainstream school and 
examinations and are therefore non-academically inclined.  
  




   http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Northlight_School 
36
 Refer to http://www.nls.edu.sg/home/school/facilit ies -others for details. 
37
 Refer to http://www.nls.edu.sg/home/aboutus/people for details. 
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Similar sentiments pervade the public, specifically those who have experiences 
working with students from Northlight School. In congruence with the perception of 
the teachers, they too share the view that such students are academically challenged, 
evident in the following quotes: 
 
“From my other experiences, doing the arts with children who are less 
academically inclined, will get them very involved and engaged. For example,  
many issues which they will not bring up in an English lesson or mechanical 
lesson get brought up in Drama and are discussed. These issues are dealt with 
and a resolution is found at the end of the process. These children are also more 
visually and kinetically inclined and that is where the arts have an advantage.” 
(Felic ia Low, a professional engaged by Northlight School to teach visual arts to 
the students, quoted in Channel NewsAsia, 7 January 2007) 
“I think, like them, I'm a late bloomer. They are special in their own individual 
ways. They may be academically challenged but with enough encouragement, 
they can do well in other areas.” (Malay singer Jai Wahab, a volunteer at 
Northlight School teaching music, quoted in Channel NewsAsia, 7 January 2007)  
 
In line with the dominant perspective, Northlight School offers instructional and 
vocational education to suit the perceived academic capacity of the students. The 
instructional education comprises of a language and literacy programme, a basic math 
programme as well as an information communications technology (ICT) literacy 
programme to familiarize the students with the use of technology. Instead of the usual 
range of subjects offered in mainstream schools which include the sciences, social 
studies, history and geography, the subjects offered in Northlight School are reduced 
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to only English and Mathematics. The level of instructions and the content of the 
remaining subjects are similarly reduced. Instead, they are offered vocational 
education which consists of a vocational training programme, pre-employment skills 
training programme and an industry attachment, a very similar concept to the 
curriculum offered in ITE. According to a school principal,  
 
“Many of the students in NLS (Northlight School) may not be able to understand 
lessons. Some have short concentration spans while others just cannot cope. So 
we have to try a different learning style for them. Though we cleared most of the 
academic subjects, we have to still include English and Maths in our curriculum 
since these two subjects are important foundation needed to ensure 
employability... Many of them may not be academically inclined but they do have 
other talents and we need to explore these talents with them and redefine success 
for them. Through the vocational training we manage to know their strengths and 
let them work at what they're good at. Being non-academically inclined, they 
respond well to these experiential learning.” (Principal of a government school in 
Singapore) 
 
It can be deduced that the thrust of this “alternative institution” rests on the 
understanding of school dropouts as non-academically inclined. Therefore, 
programmes formulated tend to disengage students from what is known as “academic 
subjects” and channel their concentration on acquiring job-related skills. This thesis in 
no way disputes the possibility that some students do respond better to hands-on 
learning and that some do not like academic subjects. What this thesis seeks to 
emphasize is that these programmes reflect dominant perceptions of dropouts. The 
previous chapter has revealed how the dropout problem is closely tied to the socio-
economic position of the dropouts and their families. The repercussions of such 
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structural issues on schooling and education have to be considered and properly 
studied to ascertain their impact on the dropout phenomenon. The programmes thus 
far have not addressed any of the issues that are highlighted in Chapter 4 as problems 
faced by dropouts and their families.  
 
It is beyond this thesis to undertake a critique of the above policies and schools. The 
objective of this thesis is to establish that the prescriptions are underscored by the 
dominant presumptions about the problem. Whether the efforts directly or indirectly 
have an effect on lowering the dropout rate, through the formulation of policies or 
creation of "alternative schools", dominant presumptions remain. This has 
implications on the formulation of more comprehensive intervention strategies that 
address the problem in a more encompassing manner. Operating on the dominant 
assumption that school dropouts are academically weaker, solutions in place seek to 
devise changes in the school curriculum to cater to personal shortcomings that are 
perceived to be the reason for their failure in mainstream schools.  
 
5.2. Community-Level Programmes 
 
Apart from national alternative schools and policies affecting all who fail to perform 
academically within the mainstream educational system, remedies targeted 
specifically at  the dropout phenomenon occurring within the Malays are left to the 
community self-help groups. As mentioned earlier, introducing ethnic-based self-help 
groups have had the effect of reducing the problem to the community level. Funding 




Community-based programmes formulated for school dropouts are devised and 
carried out by Malay/Muslim organizations specifically Mendaki, Jamiyah Business 
School38 and Ain Society39. This is in line with the national policy of self-help which 
reduces the provision of assistance to citizens on the basis of ethnicity. This policy, as 
elaborated in Chapter 3, leaves the community to resolve problems which have been 
associated with their racial group. Mendaki was created in 1981 to be the main body 
to diagnose and treat problems faced by the community. Subsequently, other 
Malay/Muslim organizations such as Jamiyah and Ain Society are set up as voluntary 
organizations to assist Mendaki in the execution of certain community programmes.  
 
Being a minority group, the Malay self-help organization has significantly lesser 
resources in terms of educational expertise and professionalism in dealing with the 
problem of educational lag and school dropouts. Although Malay-Muslim social 
service practitioners and community leaders have undertaken the task, the very policy 
of confining intervention efforts to the level of community instead of harnessing 
national resources as a whole to address the problem, limits the reform effort. It 
reflects the more fundamental issue of lack of recognition that the problem warrants 
national attention and collective effort at redress. Reducing efforts at reform to a 
community already limited in terms of its overall resources impedes the extent to 
which the problem can be alleviated. This is especially so when the community is one 
that lacks adequate resources and networking structures and facilities that can provide 
                                                 
38
    The Jamiyah Business School is  a sub-division of Jamiyah Singapore, a non-profit voluntary welfare 
organization that carries out a range of social services for the Malay community. Jamiyah Business School 
has its own clients and academic programmes, and only undertakes the Max Out Prog ramme as a community 
project. Refer to jbs.edu.sg for details. 
39
    Ain Society is a voluntary welfare organization aimed at addressing the issues of youths at risk and the 
development of disadvantaged families through skills and knowledge development, specifically within the 
Malay/Muslim community in Singapore. It is also a member of the Community Leaders Forum. Refer to 
ainsociety.org.sg for details. 
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the ballast to eradicating the problem. This is clearly manifested in the selection and 
effectiveness of programmes largely underscored by dominant presumptions 
subscribed to by community elites themselves.   
 
The problem is aggravated by financial restraints and limitations, rendering them 
having significantly lesser resources to tap on. Given these limitations, perceptions of 
the dropout problem which are not outcomes of a serious investigation on the matter 
continue to predominate. Specifically, Malay elites tend to individualize the problem 
by attributing it to the pathological attributes of dropouts and their families. Malay 
social service practitioners and community leaders alike, as illustrated in Chapter 2, 
lament that the problem is one of attitudinal defect and "mindset" limitation, which 
mirrors the dominant understanding of the problem at the national level.  
 
Although there is recognition amongst the social service practitioners of the common 
socio-economic related characteristics of most dropouts that they deal with, the extent 
to which this factor is taken into consideration in devising policies and programmes 
remains marginal. The focus centers on building character and values as well as 
remedial academic schemes that are organized and run by community-based 
enterprises, some on a voluntary basis.  
 
5.2.1. Max Out Programme  
 
Piloted in June 2005, the Max Out Programme is targeted at out-of-school youths 
between ages 11 and 18 who had dropped out of the formal school system for a period 
of at least six months. The Max Out programme is designed as an alternative skill 
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readiness programme for out-of-school youths to achieve their potential in academic 
attainment, build their character and equip them with employability skills 
(Community Leaders' Forum Digest, 2007). These school dropouts are identified 
through several outreach efforts or referrals from the various Malay/Muslims 
organizations (MMO) and Voluntary Welfare Organizations (VWO). However, there 
is no clear policy on the maximum number of years that students have dropped out to 
be considered eligible for the programme. In addition, there is an absence of a proper 
and integrated system in which the data of these students can be obtained from 
schools to be referred to the programme. In fact, most of the dropouts interviewed 
claimed that they only knew about the programme from their friends or relatives 
while the social service practitioners explained that a door to door approach is their 
main way of getting students as indicated in the responses below: 
 
DS7 (aged 15, secondary 2 dropout): I joined this programme (Max Out) after 
my cousin told me about it. He knows about it because his friend used to be in 
this programme. 
 
DS3 (aged 17, primary 6 dropout): My mom asked me to join Max Out because 
her friend's daughter is a student here. My mom wanted me to join since I was 
doing nothing at home anyway. 
 
SS2: There is a lack of collaborative effort from MOE and schools when it comes 
to helping us with our student enrollment. It is very difficult for us to obtain any 
data on these students from schools or MOE. They are usually very secretive 
about it. Our clients are either from families that have met us or sought help from 




SS5: Usually we would do door-to-door knocking to identify these students. Of 
course we would not be able to get hold of all the Malay dropouts in Singapore. 
So we try to focus our efforts on poor neighbourhoods where we would more 
likely find such students. 
 
The absence of a collaborative network to identify these students and refer them to 
this programme in itself reflects a problem. It demonstrates the lack of awareness and 
access to information of services targeted at low-income families and an absence of a 
systematic identification of vulnerable groups.  
 
Up to date, the Max Out Programme is the only community- level programme 
formulated for Malay school dropouts. The programme consists of two components; 
academic and character development. The academic component is executed by 
Jamiyah Business School while the character development portion is carried out by 
Ain Society. Mendaki serves as the secretariat over-seeing the whole operation. 
However, Mendaki plays a major role in implementing revisions within the 
programme.  
 
Throughout its six years of operation, Max Out has undergone several revisions. 
These changes however are not fundamental in content or approach. The revisions are 
mostly technical, usually pertaining to location and timetable issues. Matters to do 
with resources drive the key changes of the programme. The lack of proper space, 
facilities and expertise has resulted in a technical re-shuffling of the programme 
components. This is in stark comparison to the sufficient infrastructure and manpower 
made available for national- level measures. The inadequacies of ethnic-based engines 
of social assistance have greatly impeded the delivery of quality community- level 
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programmes for the affected groups. As a social service practitioner involved in the 
programme explained, 
 
“When the programme started out, Ain and Jamiyah both have our own batch of 
students and we conduct both academic and character development programmes. 
However, there were issues with location. Here at Ain we don't really have a 
proper classroom-like space to conduct lessons. We also don't really have 
qualif ied teachers that can teach English, Maths and so on. So Mendaki decided 
to let Jamiyah handle the academic while we do the character development. 
Jamiyah also doesn't have much experience doing character development while 
here at Ain we deal with problematic families, so we are at least more 
experienced in behavioral issues than them. But it's at the expense of time 
because they now do not come here (Ain Society) everyday for character 
development. They spend more time at Jamiyah for the academics.” (SSP1) 
 
Another service provider noted: 
 
“The programme used to focus on both character development and academic 
component equally. However, Mendaki has instructed that they want to focus 
more on the academics. Now they want to make it 25% focus on character 
development and 75% on academics. The reason is because they don't want to 
have the students to travel more than two days a week after their lessons at 
Jamiyah just to get here (at Ain Society) because Mendaki is actually paying for 
their transportation fees. So instead of seeing these youths everyday, we only see 
them twice a week. This has greatly lessened the quality time that we hope to 
spend with these youths. You would need more than twice a week to impact 
someone's life. With this new arrangement I think it will definitely be harder for 




Despite the inadequate resources, the self-help approach to dealing with the problem 
strongly persists. The ideology of self-help which presumes that a problem faced by a 
community is best handled by the community itself has further obstructed factors 
associated with the problem from being dealt with more comprehensively. This has 
caused the quality of programmes dispensed to be compromised. Being the only 
dropout programme for the Malay community is an indication of the gravity of the 
problem that this thesis is dealing with.  
 
5.2.1.1. Academic Component of Max Out Programme  
 
The academic programme is carried out by the Jamiyah Business School as a 
community enhancement programme which aims to 'equip those who lack the 
academic inclination with work-based skills to facilitate their entry into the 
workforce'.40 The Jamiyah Business School itself is part of Jamiyah Singapore, a non-
profit voluntary welfare organization that has been carrying out a wide range of 
welfare activities and services. Education itself is not the focus of Jamiyah. The 
Jamiyah Business School provides courses for its own clientele of students but the 
Max Out Programme does not come under its official school curriculum. Jamiyah 
Business School offers courses for Max Out students on a community enhancement 
project basis.  
 
The academic component of the Max Out programme offers the teaching of three core 
subjects – English, Mathematics and Science. It attempts to replicate mainstream 





classroom setting. However, unlike mainstream schools which provide textbooks and 
assign homework, this programme offers only basic learning of the three subjects. 
There is less content taught at a much slower pace. No alternative mode of teaching is 
practiced.  
 
91% of the Max Out students interviewed in this study agreed that the level of 
difficulty of subjects taught by the Jamiyah Business School is lesser than the 
foundation programme in mainstream primary schools. Responses reveal that what 
this means is that lessons are conducted at a much slower pace with significantly less 
content being delivered compared to that of mainstream schools. This is confirmed by 
the response of a social service practitioner in the programme: 
 
“We make sure our lessons are easy to understand. Our Max Out students, as 
proven from the fact that they are dropouts, are unable to cope with mainstream 
subjects. They have an inferior pace of learning which mainstream schools 
cannot accommodate. Therefore our programmes are designed to suit their  
slower learning pace and lack of academic competence. We not only lower the 
level of difficulty, we also make sure our teachers will not move on to a new 
topic if the students have not understood the previous one. So sometimes our 
teachers repeatedly teach the same thing for four or five lessons to ensure that all 
of them understand and can catch up.” (SSP4) 
 
The statement mirrors the understanding of the dropout problem as a manifestation of 
academic incapability and disinclination. Correspondingly, their programme attempts 
to tackle this academic disinclination. The intervention method does not address the 
problem comprehensively. It appears to merely function as a tuition scheme based on 
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the school curriculum, but being taught at a slower pace. Students also graduate with a 
much inferior level of certification41 which in no way can compete with the 'N' and 'O' 
level certificates. Even the dropouts themselves express certain concerns over how the 
curriculum has compromised their learning. Not only are they not learning much, they 
are also unable to take subjects which they claimed interest them.  
 
DS1 (aged 15, secondary 2 dropout): I like Malay Language a lot. I can actually 
write song lyrics and poems in Malay very well. But the class in JBS does not 
offer Malay. So I can't do what I like in class. They also don't teach Physical 
Education, Music and History, subjects that I used to enjoy in school previously.  
How I wish they would switch the Maths and Science subjects to History and 
Malay. 
 
DS6 (aged 15, secondary 2 dropout): I think the subjects and studies in JBS seem 
a lot easier than in my previous schools. It's good because I know most of the 
things the teacher talks about. But it's a weird feeling because supposedly as we 
age we should learn more things, at least new things. But it's been a year s ince I 
dropped out and I think my knowledge has not increased. 
 
Aside from the foundation academic subjects, Max Out offers a skill-based course 
that is also provided by Jamiyah Business School. As quoted earlier by a social 
service practitioner, the skill-based course is offered by Jamiyah Business School out 
of goodwill. This means limited resources for the programme, evident from the lack 
of variety in the courses offered. Up to date, the only skill-based course offered is a 
certificate in food and beverage, mainly teaching the students about food hygiene and 
                                                 
41
 Students graduate with either a BEST or WISE cert ificate awarded to them by Mendaki. The certificat ion is 
a proof of their graduation from the Max Out programme.  
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kitchen safety. All students who do not do well enough in the examinations to qualify 
for the 'N' level course as a private candidate are channeled to the food and beverage 
course.  
 
Based on the interviews with social service practitioners of Max Out, the bulk of their 
student population ends up taking the skill-based course. Their failure in the 
standardized tests and examinations is presumed to be an affirmation of their 
academic disinclination. They are therefore divorced from the academics and sent to 
acquire a very limited range of job skills. With their participation in this programme, 
their opportunity for learning is greatly shortchanged. The diagnosis of the dropout 
problem as an issue of academic inability, coupled with access to limited financial and 
human resources has resulted in an academic programme that fails to address the 
dropout problem in its own right. The inferior quality of the programme may have the 
effect of adversely affecting their future prospects. Despite the absence or lack of raw 
data, remarks from a social service practitioner indicate that the success rate of the 
programme is minimal. 
 
“We don't have the exact data. We did keep track during the first year but now 
not anymore because of some administrative issues. But I can tell you roughly 
that out of say 40 students, 1 or 2 would probably re-enter mainstream schools or 
qualify for the 'N' level course as a private candidate while the rest would be 
channeled to the skills-based course. But we do have a signif icant number who 
opted out of the skills-based course and I think they have ended up badly. Some 
of the girls I heard got pregnant out of wedlock while the boys have delinquency 
problems. These problems also affect our students who have graduated from the 
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programme especially those who cannot find a job and live in idle. These are the 
students who just don't respond to our attempt at changing their attitude.” (SSP1) 
 
The quote above seems to suggest the ineffectiveness of the programme. More 
importantly, it suggests that the problem is not merely an academic one and is 
intertwined with larger socio-economic issues affecting the dropouts. Intervention 
strategies however do not address these ramifications. 
 
5.2.1.2. Character Development Component of Max Out Programme  
 
On top of perceptions of academic inability which have greatly influenced the type of 
programmes formulated, presumptions about character defect have also strongly 
impacted upon the programmes devised. While professionalism in terms of rightful 
expertise is tremendously lacking in the formulation and delivery of the academic 
component of the programme, professionalism is seriously lacking in the character 
development component as well. For example, the model used by the organization to 
devise this programme is not based on a conscious reflection of the dropout problem. 
According to the social service practitioners at Ain Society, the character 
development programme is based on a therapeutic community model. This model is 
commonly used in the United States to deal with drug addicts. The reason that this 
model is used for the Max Out programme lies in the fact that the founder of the Ain 
Society, who is put in charge of formulating the programme is trained in dealing with 
drug addicts using the therapeutic community model. The social service practitioners 
then adopt a selective approach by implementing only parts of the model that may 
apply to school dropouts and fine tuning certain details to suit their target group. This 
strategy however appears to involve no conscious deliberation as to other appropriate 
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models of intervention. What was picked as an intervention strategy was merely 
conditioned by the trainer's background. There seems to be a lack of deliberation on 
whether the problem requires a different and specialized type of expertise. This is 
again tied to the lack of expertise within the community to effectively handle the 
problem which in turn bears strong repercussions on the accuracy of the diagnosis and 
the corresponding remedies. 
 
The character development programme consists of three main components – 'morning 
meeting', 'job function' and motivational talks. The social service practitioners who 
deal with these dropouts believe that the 'morning meeting' is essential to achieve two 
objectives; to act as a family to the dropouts and to entice them to come for the 
programme. The social service practitioners believe that these dropouts lack a 
supportive home environment which has greatly caused their inability to do well in 
school. Chapter 2 has elaborated on how the social service practitioners view the 
parents of the dropouts as incapable of teaching proper values and providing a 
supportive home environment for the dropouts. Thus, the social service practitioners 
formulate the 'morning meeting' as an avenue for these dropouts to share their 
problems. These sessions usually tend to be the setting in which students share 
common problems of everyday lives usually pertaining to minor conflicts with 
friends. The best the social service practitioners could do during these sessions is to 
offer advice. 
 
The observations of the 'morning meetings' that have been conducted for this thesis 
left the impression that these social service practitioners attempt to act as surrogate 
parents to these dropouts. There appears to be a strong presumption that the absence 
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of family bond and support creates the school dropout phenomenon. Hence, they use 
the 'morning meeting' as a platform to advice the dropouts on their wrongdoings and 
behavioral problems as well as encourage them to share their difficulties and avoid 
bottling up their feelings; things they believe that the parents of the dropouts are 
incapable of doing and which have caused the youths to drop out of school. As 
elaborated by the social service practitioners,  
 
“Some of them have bad relationships with their parents. They do not 
communicate well. So there's this possibility that these youths have no place to 
turn to if they need advice... We will provide them with this guidance that they 
don't get at home during our morning meeting.” (SSP2)  
 
“Even though it is just for about two hours, we will try our best to ensure that 
they share their problems with us. It is important that we build a good 
relationship with them. That's why you hear that we address each other as family. 
Whenever they want to speak they will say 'good morning family' and they 
address each other as brother and sister. We want them to have a close knitted 
relationship with us and each other because they don't have this at home. Now 
that they have it with us, God willing they will be able to adopt a more positive 
attitude.” (SSP1) 
 
The 'job function' which is also a concept derived from the therapeutic community 
model is aimed at instilling a sense of responsibility in these dropouts. It is based on 
the presumption that dropouts lack a responsible attitude towards their studies and life 
in general. 'Job function' entails that dropouts basically clean up the center. The logic 
behind the 'job function' as explained by the social service practitioners is that it helps 
to make the dropouts more responsible towards things that concern them. The social 
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service practitioners hope that the practice will train them to develop a sense of 
responsibility towards their studies and their future. This again mirrors the perception 
that the dropout problem is caused by the absence of a proper attitude towards 
learning, explaining why remedies seek to develop such characteristics amongst the 
dropouts.  
 
The character development programme also organizes motivational talks aimed at 
affecting a behavioural change. The availability of trained professionals to dispense 
such programmes is based on an ad hoc basis. It depends on the possibility of the 
social service practitioners to secure the services of professionals on a voluntary basis. 
This however is rarely the case. Often, the director of Ain Society who has some 
background in giving religious sermons serves as the speaker for the motivational 
talks. The talks range from issues pertaining to religion, to that of relationships and 
adopting proper mindset and attitude for a better future. These talks would emphasize 
how these dropouts should eradicate their laziness and aspire for greater heights. The 
talks also remind them of things concerning religious principles in the hope of 
preventing them from engaging in delinquent activities and teenage pregnancies. 
According to the students themselves, these talks have minimal impact on their lives, 
if at all. 
 
DS4 (aged 15, secondary 3 dropout): All that he (the director of Ain Society) 
talks about are things that we have heard before. But he is fun. He always tell 
jokes that make us laugh. That's the only reason I go for the motivational talks. 
 
DS9 (aged 16, primary 3 dropout): I think my attitude and character is pretty 
much the same as before. Maybe I am slightly more tolerant towards others 
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because here, if we act aggressively towards others we would be punished. Other 
than that nothing much has changed. I'm still the same old me. 
 
DS10 (aged 17, primary 5 dropout): (When asked whether there are any changes 
in his outlook in life) Em.. nothing. I still don't know what I would do in future. 
But it's okay. The time hasn't come yet. I'll think about it when the time comes. 
For now just enjoy being with friends here. 
 
The character development component of the programme is a major ramification of 
the dominant presumptions about the phenomenon. Having defined attitudinal defects 
as a cause of the problem, the programme which corresponds seeks to change the 
character of the dropouts without assessing and addressing the context which has 
brought about such behaviors. The fact that the intervention strategies lack 
appropriate expertise to provide quality and effective programmes reflect the lack of 
seriousness accorded to addressing the problem. The insistence on religious talks 
reflects not only the presumption that the problem of school dropouts is due to 
attitudinal defects but also the perception that the problem can be resolved by 
religious preaching.42 According to a social service practitioner, these religious talks 
are important to ensure that these students do not further involve themse lves in other 
                                                 
42
A study by Noor Aisha Abdul Rahman (2008) on teenage marriage in the Malay/Muslim community in 
Singapore reflects a similar presumption that religious talks can solve actual socio-economic problems, thus 
attesting to the dominance of this view. Noor Aisha Abdul Rahman (2008) gathered that the dominant 
understanding of Malay teenage marriage suggests that it is strongly conditioned by personal irresponsibility 
and attitudinal defect. State and community leaders view teenage marriages as closely related to sexual 
promiscuity and undesirable lifestyle since they are believed to be induced predominantly by premarital 
pregnancy (Noor Aisha, 2008). Moreover, as ext ra-marital sex is not condoned by Islam, their occurrence 
legitimizes the view that the phenomenon is caused by lack of awareness of Islam and faith (Berita Harian, 27 
March 2005, 28 March 2005, 31 March 2005 cited in  Noor A isha, 2008: 740). A ccording to Noor Aisha, this 
dominant perspective has a significant bearing on policy and programmes aimed at eradicating the phenomenon. 
This is evident in the programmes targeted at teenage couples that reflect a preoccupation with the teaching of 
religious rituals and basic relig ious knowledge. In line with a perspective that puts the blame on personal 
irresponsibility and lack o f relig ious awareness, programmes in place to deal with the phenomenon focus more 
on teaching relig ious rituals rather than the realization of relig ious values through helping couples overcome 




social problems usually associated with dropouts such as teenage pregnancies and 
other juvenile delinquencies.   
 
The problem of limited resources has significantly affected the quality of community-
level measures aimed at curbing the dropout problem. The lack of properly trained 
professionals in the field of education has resulted in programmes that are not 
formulated based on a clear and accurate understanding of the dropout problem. 
Instead, the programmes are responses to the erroneous dominant perspective of the 
dropout problem and are created within the limited means and parameters of the 
community organizations. The lack of financial resources have also led to problems of 
space and facilities which have posed to be a great challenge for social service 
practitioners to effectively deliver their intended programmes.  
 
However, this is not to say that there are no community- level programmes that target 
the poor. There are existing programmes formulated to help low-income families and 
unemployed parents. For example, the Malay-Muslim bodies do provide financial 
assistance to economically underprivileged groups through bursaries and monthly 
financial aids. Unemployed parents can also attend programmes that seek to upgrade 
their skills and also offer them job opportunities. However, these efforts are distinct 
and not integrated with the problem of schooling and dropout. This may have to do 
with the structure of the Malay-Muslim self-help organization itself which operates 
through four separate divisions namely the Education network, Youth Development 
network, Family Development network and Employability network, all headed by 
different chairmen and departments. Thus, the dropout programme which falls under 
the Youth Development network does not provide an integrated and comprehensive 
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treatment of the problem. Most of the dropouts interviewed claimed that their parents 
are not recipients of other aids and are also not involved in any other programmes by 
the Malay self-help group, although most of them are underprivileged.  
 
5.3. Discordance between Prescriptions and Problems - Pervasiveness of 
Dominant Presumptions Blocking Reality 
 
This chapter has attempted to demonstrate the ramifications of the dominant 
understanding of the dropout problem. It has shown that the dominant idea of the 
dropout phenomenon has a significant bearing on remedies formulated to deal with it. 
Since the dropout problem has never been accorded its rightful attention, perspectives 
pertaining to it are often one-sided and characterized by lamentations and 
presumptions about the problem. Consequently, programmes formulated are based on 
such presumptions and not an outcome of a thorough investigation of the problem and 
its causes.  
 
A discussion of the remedies at the national and community level strongly suggests 
that the types of policies and programmes formulated to address the dropout problem 
are largely derived from the dominant perspective which attributes academic and 
attitudinal incapabilities as its causes. The remedies are bound by a common factor – 
the dominant presumptions about the dropout problem – which conditions 
programmes, allowing them to occur only within the premises of the dominant 
perspective. As a result, factors pertaining to socio-economic conditions which 
predispose certain groups to displaying such symptoms are not effectively integrated 




The national policy of ethnic self-help groups has greatly influenced the types of 
programmes devised and selected. Since the policy of ethnic based self-help groups 
has reduced the dropout problem to the community level, the community is largely 
expected to alleviate this issue. Being a minority community has posed grave 
disadvantages to the efforts by the Malay/Muslim self-help groups. This is due to the 
serious lack of professionals with the relevant expertise to formulate programmes to 
address the dropout problem. The self-help initiative has imposed significant 
limitations on social capital with consequences on the diagnosis of the problem and 
prescription of solutions. While national measures are able to influence educational 
policies and the local schooling system that provide stop gap measures to dropping 
out of school, community efforts with its inherent restrictions adopt the option of 
attempting to change and reform the perceived deficient Malay cultural attitudes and 
values dominantly understood to be the cause of the dropout problem.  
 
Despite the declining dropout rate, fundamental factors closely related to the dropout 
problem have not been given sufficient consideration in dominant discourse. Factors 
pertaining to socio-economic status which have been found to be an important 
contributing factor in the dropout problem do not feature as a dominant concern in the 
local discourse nor in intervention measures aimed at alleviating the problem. 
Although there are efforts aimed at helping low-income families, these are detached 
from the dropout programmes. There is lack of substantive integration between 
perceptions of schooling and socio-economic conditions when devising remedies to 
address the dropout problem. This reflects the serious need for a comprehensive 
approach to addressing the problem. The dominant perspective which presumes the 
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symptoms as the cause of the dropout problem poses a major hindrance to a more 
objective response to the problem. It departs from the underlying perceptions behind 
more comprehensive reforms found in the Western context which consider various 
factors that have contributed to the dropout problem in devising programmes. Hence, 
a revision of the dominant perspective governing the understanding of the dropout 
problem is crucial in producing policies and programmes that tackle the dropout 
























This thesis is essentially a study of dominant perceptions of school dropouts and its 
pervasiveness within the Malay/Muslim community in Singapore. It does so by 
critically appraising dominant views on the problem and examining how they bear 
upon and have serious and strong implications on the way the problem is treated. The 
extent to which prescriptions, policies and programmes devised at the national and 
community level have been effective in addressing factors closely related to the 
phenomenon and other ramifications have also been examined. The thesis has also 
attempted to highlight significant institutional structures which have further impacted 
upon how the problem is perceived and managed.  
 
Based on the in-depth interviews and discourse analysis, this thesis demonstrates that 
the phenomenon of school dropout is predominantly perceived as due to personal and 
familial, attitudinal defects and academic incapability. Anecdotes to the effect that 
Malay culture may be a contributive factor are also not uncommon with culturalist 
undertones directed specifically at Malay students and parents. The dearth of research 
and studies available on the phenomenon locally and the lack of clear focus or 
attention on it compound the problem of perception as much as condition it. 
 
Given the limited local research on the phenomenon, this study utilizes perspectives 
in largely Western-based studies on the phenomenon, while not overlooking cultural 
and contextual differences in analyzing dominant perceptions. The range of 
perspectives on the phenomenon found in these studies is useful in appraising the 
158 
 
dominant views espoused here. To a large extent, they are relevant in cautioning 
against and offering a critique on the dominant perspective, while corroborating data 
obtained in this research. This thesis also utilizes data obtained from community 
based organizations that provide insights into the socio-economic background of 
dropouts within the Malay community. Furthermore in-depth interviews with selected 
dropouts and their parents were carried out to capture relevant information on their 
circumstances that are not reflected in the data. Based on the data utilized, this thesis 
reveals that though dominant perceptions on the phenomenon are not absent 
empirically, they are but symptoms of a larger problem. It is important to reiterate that 
given the limitations of data utilized, the findings of this thesis cannot be over-
generalized nor can it be used to establish definitive causes of the phenomenon.  
 
Mannheim's concept of the sociology of knowledge was utilized. Essentially, the 
concept establishes that ideas neither arise in isolation, nor are they spontaneously 
generated. On the contrary, they are conditioned by actual social conditions in which 
thoughts and ideas emerge. In seeking to analyze the processes that condition 
dominant perspective on the phenomenon of dropout within the Malay community, 
Chapter 3 maintained that the problem is rooted in the past, stemming from the pre-
colonial period and aggravated by colonial neglect of education. The ideology of 
colonial capitalism has perpetuated the myths about the Malays being lazy and having 
attitudes adverse to educational success. Its repercussion is compounded when the 
system of meritocracy is institutionalized as the pillar of the education system after 
Independence. The latter factor in particular has contributed to conditioning dominant 
presumptions of the dropout problem, namely that academic failure is the 




The problem of Malay educational marginality is seriously aggravated by the 
ethnicized approach designed to deal with the problem. The national policy of self-
help groups has not only reduced the problem to that at the community level, but also 
implies the notion that the problem is best handled by community-based agencies. 
This adversely affects the types of remedies devised and their effectiveness in dealing 
with the major factors contributing to the dropout phenomenon.  
 
Chapter 4 reveals findings which caution against dominant presumptions about the 
dropout problem by highlighting other factors that have significantly influenced the 
decision to drop out of school. The findings reveal that factors related to the socio-
economic position occupied by the dropouts and their families often play a major role 
in determining their schooling outcome. These factors which go beyond individual 
incapability however have been overlooked and not developed in local discourse on 
the phenomenon.    
 
Without over-generalizing, data gathered from in-depth interviews, alongside a profile 
on the socio-economic status of dropouts and parents reveal that dropping out of 
school prematurely is occurring amongst those within the low socio-economic class. 
Almost none are from the middle class and the majority has family backgrounds 
characterized by problems of incarceration, delinquency and instability. Education has 
never been a priority in their homes. In fact, most of the parents have a history of 
dropping out of school prematurely and low educational attainment. Nearly all of the 
dropouts have siblings who are similarly dropouts themselves. Having left school 
prematurely, parents and children alike have few or no skills. Their attachment to the 
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labour force is weak and unstable. Most of the respondents are working either on a 
contract or temporary basis. Their limited skills have diminished their level of 
employability, thereby subjecting them to the vulnerability of retrenchment and 
unemployment. The majority do not earn enough to maintain a family, with 
consequences on their living arrangements, relations with family and quality of 
support that they can provide for their children. Their underprivileged status has 
severely restrained the opportunities and choices available to them. Decisions made or 
actions taken on schooling are forms of responses or coping strategies vis-à-vis their 
disadvantaged socio-economic position. These problems however have not been 
addressed in programmes which are directly or indirectly aimed at eradicating the 
phenomenon. They reveal serious discord between actual problems and prescriptions. 
While there exist measures and programmes targeted at the poor, the extent to which 
these are integrated effectively into the problem of premature school leaving remains 
in need of development.  
 
The dominant understanding of the dropout problem and its perceived social costs 
bears strong implications on measures aimed at dealing with the phenomenon. 
Viewed as a function of academic incapacity, attitudinal defect and incapable 
parenting, policies and programmes that have been introduced focused on the said 
personal attributes as the locus of the change and keeping those who would otherwise 
drop out in school. The subject-based banding as discussed in Chapter 5 mirrors the 
dominant perspective which sees the dropout problem as being caused by academic 
incapability. The policy attempts to arrest the problem by lowering the level of the 
subject taught and minimizing its content to suit the academic capacity of those they 




Similarly, alternative institutions such as Northlight School appear to operate on the 
same presumption that their students are non-academically inclined. Here, students 
are introduced to skill-based learning and attachment to industries at a young age. 
Their potential to receive an education that is enjoyed by their peers is compromised 
because of the assumption that they are non-academically inclined or simply unable to 
cope with academic subjects.  
 
Whereas remedies formulated at the national level affect policies across the board, 
programmes devised at the community level aim at altering the attitudes and values of 
dropouts. The lack of orientation towards success and education is dominantly viewed 
by the Malay elites including the social service practitioners interviewed as the reason 
why Malay students are more likely to drop out of school prematurely in comparison 
to Chinese and Indian students. Therefore the “Max Out” programme is geared 
towards changing the “mindset” of dropouts.  
 
The engine of ethnic-based self-help groups has compromised the quality of remedies 
provided at the community level. It leaves the Malay community with significantly 
lesser resources specifically in terms of educational expertise and professionalism in 
dealing with the problem of educational lag and school dropouts. As stated in Chapter 
5, community leaders and social service practitioners involved in diagnosing the 
problem and devising the remedies are rarely a qualified pool of educationists trained 
in matters of educational reforms. They are roped in due to the limited number of 
qualified professional educationists within the community. This has therefore resulted 
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in solutions that are not well conceived, and only reflect the dominant presumptions 
about the problem. 
 
It has been argued that the dropout problem is rooted in the context of an unbalanced 
social structure that predisposes a certain disadvantaged group to dropping out of 
school prematurely. Attempts to ameliorate the dropout problem thus cannot be 
isolated from the broad overall goal towards social reform that would create better 
opportunities for these groups within the social structure. Hence, unless the socio-
economic conditions of this disadvantaged group improve, incentives to drop out of 
school prematurely will exacerbate. It is imperative that the problem must be 
addressed systematically and comprehensively through various intervening reform 
programmes aimed at enhancing the socio-economic conditions of groups at risk. In 
the long run, amelioration of the structural problems associated with premature 
dropping out of school must lie in adjusting conditions leading to them. Policies and 
programmes that would help develop the socio-economic conditions of the 
unprivileged group are imperative. The focus on the dropout problem, must, therefore, 
be part of a wider comprehensive attempt that encompass concrete socio-economic 
reforms that provide incentives for completing school while effectively integrated 
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